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Pope Francis’ encyclical (official letter) Laudato Si’ addresses the relationship between 

humanity and our natural environment; it calls for the human race to transform this 

relationship. Unlike most encyclicals, this one is addressed to everyone, everywhere, to 

mobilize critical reflection and new action in society. 

 

Although religious in character, Laudato Si’ does not present any new religious doctrine, but 

rather proposes a spiritual way to understand global and local environmental crises. The 

Pope’s approach explicitly links the suffering of the poor with environmental degradation, 

arguing vigorously that both problems must be addressed with integrated solutions. 

 

Laudato Si’ presents a holistic vision for human flourishing and sustainable development, 

while at the same time providing a practical ethical framework to guide collaborative efforts 

to care for the Earth and the poor. While the encyclical has multiple layers of meaning, it 

succeeds in being accessible to all manner of audiences. 

 

Chapters 1 and 3 describe and analyze the problems. 
Chapter 1 is an environmental science primer. It uses scientific analyses to explain the 

serious, harmful, long-term consequences of our destructive behavior toward the 

environment. It describes pollution, climate change, water poverty, biodiversity loss, and the 

decline in the quality of human life and society. This chapter explains how the poor bear a 

disproportionate burden of environmental problems. It decries the indifference of many and 

the overall weak political responses. Pope Francis insists that while everyone has an 

obligation to contribute to solutions, with regard to climate change, “there are differentiated 

responsibilities” (par. 52): wealthier countries have a greater obligation to exercise leadership 

– we have accrued an ecological debt by fueling our own economic development with fossil 

fuels, emissions from which drive the majority of global warming. 

 

Chapter 3 is an extended critique of misplaced, poorly conceived faith in technology as the 

solution to humanity’s problems. It is not anti-technology, but critiques naïve thinking about 

technology as a universal solution. Technology alone cannot solve either crisis: of poverty or 

of the planet. The Pope describes the mis-application of technology as contributing to our 

problems, but he also advocates for the kinds of technologies that can help people — 

especially the poor — live with greater dignity and less suffering.  
 

Chapters 2 and 4 present religious and ethical resources to address these crises. 



Chapter 2 reviews elements of the Catholic tradition that can support care for creation, 

drawing from the Bible, theology, spirituality, and practical Catholic wisdom to inspire new, 

constructive initiatives. 

 

Chapter 4 presents integral ecology as a contemporary expression of classic Catholic 

philosophy of nature. Integral ecology proposes a holistic religious worldview, informed by 

science but grounded in faith, and providing ethical guidance for grappling with our 

contemporary problems. In essence, integral ecology offers an ethical framework for the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, a kind of fabric to hold together care for the poor and 

care for the Earth. Integral ecology thus draws upon the Catholic tradition of care for the 

poor and vulnerable, “updated” to include the environmental context for human beings. 

 

Chapters 5 and 6 present proposals for dialogue, policies, partnerships, and ecological 
education and spirituality. 
Chapter 5 proposes a series of practical dialogues, in the Jesuit tradition of discernment, 

leading to action by all sectors of society. One of these dialogues would be geopolitical. 

“Interdependence obliges us to think of one world with a common plan” (par. 164). One 

could interpret this statement as endorsing the kind of approach inherent in the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals. Another global dialogue would link economic leaders in the 

public and private sectors to take integrated actions. 

 

Pope Francis calls for a profound reflection on the direction, goals, and (mis)measurement of 

the global economy. He criticizes the lack of political will to implement effective 

international environmental treaties. He calls for collaboration across the international 

community, but also at the national and regional scales. Topics for these dialogues include 

the global transition to more sustainable energy, more sustainable forms of industrial 

production, sustainable agriculture, and protection of biodiversity, especially in the oceans. 

He calls for the religions of the world to engage in a discussion with the sciences in a new 

and more meaningful way that builds a more robust consensus for these actions and 

transitions. 

 

Chapter 6,“Ecological Education and Spirituality,” invites everyone to take steps in their 

personal and family lives toward a new lifestyle, informed by ecological awareness. Pope 

Francis calls everyone to undergo ecological conversion, to a lifestyle that considers the 

needs of others and the planet in practical ways. Education (broadly conceived) is 

foundational to the practice of ecological spirituality, and to the personal and social 

transformation envisioned by Laudato Si’. 
 

Pope Francis takes great pains to underscore continuity between the Catholic tradition — 

and prior official statements — and what is presented in Laudato Si’. At the same time, this 

encyclical deploys a fresh tone with accessible language that is able to reach a universal 



audience. Pope Francis exercises authoritative religious leadership — including sharp 

critique —in a way that is consistent with his demonstrated flair, personalism, and inclusive 

compassion. His criticism of misplaced faith in technology is not new to Catholic teaching, 

but he presents it in a compelling, contemporary way. Like most social encyclicals in the 

past, Laudato Si’ calls for a different kind of socio-political debate, while indicating that 

public officials have primary responsibility to act.  

 

For a teaching document with a universal audience, Laudato Si’ is surprisingly specific. 

While it does not offer concrete strategies for effecting the kinds of changes called for, it 

suggests some. For example, he notes that our industrial system “has not developed the 

capacity to absorb and reuse waste and by-products” that is “capable of preserving resources 

for present and future generations” and suggests “that the way natural ecosystems work is 

exemplary” (par. 24).  He also notes the “need to develop adequate storage technologies” to 

assure access to clean and renewable energy (par. 26).  

 

From one perspective, the encyclical introduces neither novel concepts to Catholic teaching 

nor new approaches to problem solving. Instead, it integrates existing concepts and 

approaches creatively and presents them in a fresh and captivating way. Developing detailed 

policies, methodologies, and incentives that help institutions and governments of all scales 

undertake this transition appear to be part of Pope Francis’ call to action.  

 

Exhortation and moral appeal are helpful here, but the challenge of transforming these 

unjust social equilibriums will likely require something more. At Miller Center, we feel that 

social entrepreneurship provides at least part of the answer.  
 


