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Los veinte trabajos reunidos en el presente libro provienen de dos encuentros internacio-
nales sobre «Ecología y medioambiente en las literaturas hispánicas» (Delhi, 2019 y Pamplona, 
2020). El lector podrá apreciar en esta selección una amplia variedad de enfoques que 
van desde el análisis filológico de aspectos puntuales de la naturaleza presentes en textos 
literarios hasta la aplicación de teorías ecocríticas a obras y autores, en concreto del 
ámbito hispánico de las dos orillas. Esta colección de aproximaciones pretende ser, desde 
su parcialidad, una invitación a la reflexión estético-literaria, pero sobre todo medioam-
biental, acerca de esta nuestra casa común que vive tiempos tan convulsos.

Ignacio D. Arellano-Torres se doctoró en Stony Brook University con una tesis sobre el 
viaje literario en la literatura del Siglo de Oro. Actualmente es Assistant Professor en 
University of Lousiana at Monroe, donde compagina su labor docente con la 
investigación. Algunas de sus principales áreas de interés son el análisis del espacio en la 
literatura, el estudio de adaptaciones literarias y la edición de autos sacramentales.

Mariela Insúa es investigadora y secretaria del Grupo de Investigación Siglo de Oro 
(GRISO) de la Universidad de Navarra y editora de Hipogrifo. Revista de literatura y cultura 
del Siglo de Oro. Especialista en la obra del mexicano Fernández de Lizardi, cuenta además 
con publicaciones acerca del Siglo de Oro, especialmente de Cervantes y el teatro 
hispano-portugués del siglo xvii, y también sobre novela española contemporánea y 
literatura hispanoamericana.
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THE TEACHINGS OF POPE FRANCIS IN 
THE ENCYCLICAL LETTER LAUDATO SI’: 

ON CARE FOR OUR COMMON HOME

Mariano Iturbe 
K. J. Somaiya Bharatiya Sanskriti Peetham

1. Novelty and significance of laudato si’

The head of the Roman Catholic Church is known as the Ro-
man Pontiff or the Pope. A Pope transmits through different means 
—speeches, homilies, documents, etc.— his teachings on doctrinal and 
moral issues. An Encyclical letter is perhaps the papal document most 
widely known since it is like an open letter addressed not only to Cath-
olics but to everyone all over the world.

When in 2015 Pope Francis released his Encyclical Letter Laudato 
Si’, on Care for our Common Home, there arose a worldwide interest 
in it. Even if it is true that much before Francis, his predecessors have 
also spoken about ecological issues, the novelty lies in the fact that it 
was the first time that a whole papal document was fully dedicated to 
this topic1.

1  Since 1960 onwards the Church has been addressing issues related to ecology in 
various documents such as the Second Vatican Council, messages by Pope Paul VI, John 
Paul II and Benedict XVI, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the Compendium of the 
Social Doctrine of the Church, etc.
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Encyclicals are usually written in Latin, and then they are translat-
ed into various languages. In the case of Laudato Si’, it was originally 
written in Spanish, the mother tongue of Pope Francis. In any case, we 
could affirm that an Encyclical belongs to the universal world of litera-
ture, understood as any body of written works.

The Pope is not writing this letter as if he were a scientist, but as a 
religious leader who points out a serious problem affecting all of us and 
who tries to find out its moral causes so as to formulate possible lines 
of action. 

In 2016, Professor of Green and Blue Humanities, Manuel Enrique 
Figueroa, from the University of Seville, affirmed —during the release 
of a book on the Encyclical containing seventeen essays written by 
professors from the University of Navarra— that this letter is an essen-
tial text to understand the present situation of the world and society2. 
Laudato Si’ is also a declaration of love for our planet, for the creatures 
living on it, and, finally, a testimony of the love we should have for God, 
the Supreme Being, and creator of the entire universe. Prof. Figueroa 
emphasized that Laudato Si’ is an updated document written with sci-
entific rigour. It is not only for Catholics, but for every human being 
irrespective of his or her personal beliefs.

The Encyclical letter we are discussing today begins with words 
taken from the famous ‘Canticle of the Creatures’ by St. Francis of Assisi 
in which Mother Earth is depicted as a sister who cries out because «of 
the harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse 
of the goods with which God has endowed her»3. Thus, from the be-
ginning, we realize that we are not in front of a mere ecological treatise, 
but a moral treatise, a writing that has already become part of the Social 
Doctrine of the Church, the body of Catholic doctrine on matters of 
social justice, involving issues of poverty and wealth, economics, social 
organization and the role of the state. Laudato Si’ is an appeal to human-
ity in which the symptoms of the ecological crisis are described in detail 
as well as their deepest causes.

2  See http://www.unav.edu/en/web/vida-universitaria/detalle-noticia/2016/09/26/17 
(Retrieved on 14-04-2019). Prof. Figueroa Clemente has also published a book on Laudato Si’ 
whose title is La ecología del papa Francisco: un mensaje para un planeta y un mundo en crisis.

3  Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home, 
Bangalore, Claretian Publications, 2015, n. 2. From now on it will be cited as LS. 

http://www.unav.edu/en/web/vida-universitaria/detalle-noticia/2016/09/26/17
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2. Ecological problems affecting our planet

After a short introduction, the first of the six chapters of the Encyc-
lical Letter describes the tragedies affecting our common house: pol-
lution, which is part of our daily experience; disturbing warming of 
the climatic system as reported by solid scientific consensus; scarcity of 
drinkable water, which is an indispensable natural resource for human 
life and for the existence of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. Against 
the tendency, in some countries, to privatize the distribution of water, 
Pope Francis strongly states that «access to safe drinkable water is a basic 
and universal human right»4. But the reality is that «around six million 
people die every year because of water contamination»5.

Another disturbing factor affecting our planet is the loss of biodi-
versity. The depletion of the earth’s resources has as its consequence the 
fact that many species of plants and animals are lost forever and most of 
them have become extinct because of human activity. Additionally, this 
depletion also affects other elements of ecosystems such as «fungi, algae, 
worms, insects, reptiles and an innumerable variety of microorganisms 
[…] which play a critical role in maintaining the equilibrium of a par-
ticular place»6. Paradoxically, all these problems, which have caused a 
decline in the quality of human life and a breakdown of society, happen 
while we experience the omnipresent influence of the digital world. 
Being bombarded by information, accumulating data without any time 
for reflection eventually lead us to distraction and to confusion, «a sort 
of mental pollution»7. The digital world is a great invention, but if mis-
used, we risk being more in touch with our own gadgets and devices 
than with people and with nature. There is a growing tendency to iso-
lation and a warning to wisely use the resources of the digital world 
can help us in our task as professionals from different fields to foster au-
thentic cultural progress instead of social alienation. And there is a close 
connection between isolation and lack of care for the planet. When we 
are isolated, we care only about ourselves and we become indifferent 
to others.

4  LS, 30.
5  See http://www.unav.edu/en/web/vida-universitaria/detalle-noticia/2016/09/26/17 

(Retrieved on 14-04-2019). 
6  LS, 34.
7  LS, 47.

http://www.unav.edu/en/web/vida-universitaria/detalle-noticia/2016/09/26/17
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Pope Francis, using dramatic words, affirms «that our common 
home is falling into serious disrepair»8 and he points out that all these 
problems happen in a world characterized by deep inequality, a world 
in which we find huge gaps between regions and within the regions 
themselves. It is needed to grow in sensitivity to be able to hear not only 
the cry of the earth but also the cry of the poor. 

It often occurs that many of the problems affecting the world are 
attributed to the growth of the population. However, the population 
is not a problem, provided that efforts are made to avoid imbalances 
in population density. Thus, population growth is compatible with de-
velopment, and birth control is not at all the solution to the crisis. Pope 
Francis affirms that to blame population growth as the cause of the imbal-
ances in our world is a way of refusing to face the real root of the issues.

In the speech mentioned above by Prof. Figueroa, it was also stated 
that «it cannot be that still there are millions of people without enough 
food, when this problem could be solved with a fraction of the total 
money spent in manufacturing weapons»9. 

Here, I would like to offer some data available on the official website 
of ‘World Food Programme’, an agency of the United Nations fight-
ing hunger worldwide. It clearly says that the world produces enough 
food for the 7 billion people living on earth. Yet, there are more than 
nine hundred million people who suffer from hunger and malnutrition. 
Thus, the question arising is why this happens and the reasons men-
tioned are poverty, lack of agriculture infrastructure, climate changes, 
natural disasters, war and displacement of people, and alarmingly, food 
wastage. It chills us to know that approximately a third of all food pro-
duced in the world is discarded10. This food wastage represents a missed 
opportunity to improve global food security. The same website of the 
‘World Food Programme’ states:

8  LS, 61.
9  See http://www.unav.edu/en/web/vida-universitaria/detalle-noticia/2016/09/26/17 

(Retrieved on 14-04-2019). 
In 2012, the total global military expenditure stood at over $1.7 trillion. As the Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute affirms: «There is a large gap between what countries 
are prepared to allocate for military means to provide security and maintain their global and 
regional power status, on the one hand, and to alleviate poverty and promote economic 
development, on the other» (http://www.globalissues.org/article/75/world-military-
spending#WorldMilitarySpending; Retrieved on 14-04-2019). 

10  See LS, 50.

http://www.unav.edu/en/web/vida-universitaria/detalle-noticia/2016/09/26/17
http://www.sipri.org/yearbook/2013/03
http://www.sipri.org/yearbook/2013/03
http://www.globalissues.org/article/75/world-military-spending#WorldMilitarySpending
http://www.globalissues.org/article/75/world-military-spending#WorldMilitarySpending
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[…] Producing this food also uses up precious natural resources that we 
need to feed the planet. Each year, food that is produced but not eaten guz-
zles up a volume of water equivalent to the annual flow of Russia’s Volga 
River. Producing this food also adds 3.3 billion tones of greenhouse gases 
to the atmosphere, with consequences for the climate and, ultimately, for 
food production11.

The grim picture given by the Encyclical about the ecological prob-
lems affecting the universe demands that we react and we take another 
course of behaviour: This is the main purpose of Laudato Si’. We need 
changes in the laws protecting the environment and in the ways they 
are implemented, but we also need personal changes in our attitudes in 
daily life. With words of Pope Francis:

As often occurs in periods of deep crisis which require bold decisions, 
we are tempted to think that what is happening is not entirely clear. Su-
perficially, apart from a few obvious signs of pollution and deterioration, 
things do not look that serious and the planet could continue as it is for 
some time12.

This way of thinking is a manifestation that we are evading the 
problems, we are trying to ignore them, avoiding looking into the real 
issues which are at stake. Even if we are aware of them, we try to deny 
their importance and the urgency in solving them. Thus, with great ir-
responsibility, we delay taking important decisions pretending that there 
is nothing to fear since nothing will happen.

3. The teachings of the Bible on creation

Pope Francis addresses people from all denominations, believers or 
not, and from his own Christian convictions, he affirms that a dialogue 
between science and religion would always be fruitful. The first book of 
the Bible, namely, the Book of Genesis, clearly affirms that the world is 
good and that the purpose of a creation that is out of nothing (ex nihilo) 
is just pure God’s love. Thus, there is an interrelationship, marked by 
harmony, between God, nature and human beings, which is only bro-
ken by evil voluntary actions, i.e., sin. The first sin reported in the Bible 
was a sin of pride, the desire of man —a finite being created in God’s 

11  http://www.wfp.org/stories/what-causes-hunger (Retrieved on 14-04-2019). 
12  LS, 59.

http://www.wfp.org/stories/what-causes-hunger
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image and likeness— to become infinite like God, the desire of man 
not just to till the earth and keep it, i.e. to cultivate and protect it, but 
to dominate it according to his own will and caprice. Laudato Si’ says: 

We are not God. The earth was here before us and it has been given to us 
[…] This responsibility for God’s earth means that (we) […] must respect 
the laws of nature and the delicate equilibria existing between the creatures 
of the world13.

Based on the entire Judaeo-Christian tradition, it is affirmed that 
nature is a creature of God, but it is not divine since there is an infinite 
gap between creature and Creator. The created world has a hierarchical 
structure in the sense that all creatures are interconnected, and each one 
has its own inherent dignity, but at the same time, human beings possess:

a uniqueness which transcends the spheres of physics and biology […] The 
biblical accounts of creation invite us to see each human being as a subject 
who can never be reduced to the status of an object14. 

Yes, we have to defend all other species, but without denying the 
pre-eminence given to the human person. To show more zeal in pro-
tecting nature than in rejecting the enormous inequalities prevailing in 
our human society is a disorder that in the long term also harms our 
own universe. In words of Pope Francis, «concern for the environment 
thus needs to be joined to a sincere love for our fellow human beings 
and an unwavering commitment to resolving the problems of society»15.

4. Which are the roots of the ecological crisis?

The Encyclical explores the human origins of the ecological crisis. 
First of all, it denounces the technocratic paradigm by which a wonder-
ful product of God-given creativity, namely, technology, has granted a 
tremendous power to few people. This power does not necessarily im-
ply progress unless it is used in a responsible manner, with attention to 
values and respecting the dictates of our own conscience. Technology is 
not an end but an instrument at the service of human beings. It should 
 
 

13  LS, 67-68.
14  LS, 81.
15  LS, 91.
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not lead us to maintain that profit is the only objective to be reached 
even when a particular decision might have negative implications on 
the life of human beings:

Ecological culture cannot be reduced to a series of urgent and partial 
responses to the immediate problems of pollution, environmental decay 
and the depletion of natural resources. There needs to be a distinctive way 
of looking at things, a way of thinking, policies, an educational programme, 
a lifestyle and a spirituality which together generate resistance to the assault 
of the technocratic paradigm16.

Together with a technology dissociated from an ethical approach to 
life, there is the tendency of modern anthropocentrism which forgets 
that the world and human beings are both a divine gift to mankind. 
Man is not the centre of the world, the main dominator of whatever 
exists. On the contrary, he is just a co-operator with God in the task of 
improving our imperfect world.

Misguided anthropocentrism considers everything useless or indif-
ferent unless it is useful for me and my own personal needs. A manifes-
tation of this attitude is the throw-away culture which implies getting 
rid of whatever is an obstacle to my personal ambitions: a forest that is 
depleted for carrying out a particular business; the pollution that a ven-
ture could generate by not investing in particular technologies which 
would help to reduce its negative impact on the environment; and at a 
personal level, the selfish tendency to get rid of people suffering limita-
tions due to their age or diseases. In this context, Pope Francis affirms 
that to take care of nature is incompatible with defending abortion. 
He asks: «How can we genuinely teach the importance of concern for 
other vulnerable beings […] if we fail to protect a human embryo, even 
when its presence is uncomfortable and creates difficulties?»17.

Every human being has an inalienable worth that goes beyond his or 
her own degree of development:

In the same way, when technology disregards the great ethical principles, 
it ends up considering any practice whatsoever as licit […] a technology 
severed from ethics will not easily be able to limit its own power18.

16  LS, 111.
17  LS, 120.
18  LS, 136.
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5. The need for an Integral Ecology

The object of study of the science of ecology is the relationship 
between living organisms and the environment. This study leads us to 
question the validity of certain models of development, production, and 
consumption. Since everything in this world is interconnected, we need 
a broader vision of reality. When we are aware that we depend for our 
existence on certain ecosystems which exercise a positive influence by 
dispersing carbon dioxide, purifying water, forming soil and in many 
other ways, then we «realize that we live and act on the basis of a reality 
which has previously been given to us, which precedes our existence 
and our abilities»19.

The evidence of this interrelationship is also manifested in the con-
sequences of the moral health of institutions on the environment. Every 
violation of solidarity, every lack of respect for the law by yielding to 
corruption, has also a negative impact on the environment.

Integral ecology implies to take care of the surroundings in which 
we spend our lives. To look after order, cleanliness, good aesthetical taste, 
and good human relationships is a fundamental and positive step to-
wards care for nature. «The relationship between human life and the 
moral law, which is inscribed in our nature […], is necessary for the 
creation of a more dignified environment»20. This care for moral law 
begins by respecting human nature in its own inherent characteristics. 
Thus, femininity and masculinity are complementary and essential di-
mensions of human beings, gratuitous gifts given by God. «In this way  
we can joyfully accept the specific gifts of another man or woman, the 
work of God the Creator, and find mutual enrichment»21.

6. A new lifestyle

In the last two chapters of Laudato Si’, Pope Francis tries to outline 
some possible lines of action, which have as a primordial criterion to 
place the common good of society above the particular interests of na-
tions as well as of institutions.

19  LS, 140.
20  LS, 155.
21  LS, 155.
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Consumerism is one of the most important evils decried in the En-
cyclical. The fact that the market tries to sell its products promotes a 
kind of compulsive and ever-expanding attitude by which «people can 
easily get caught up in a whirlwind of needless buying and spending»22. 
The artificial need of buying, owning and consuming is proportional to 
the emptiness of a person’s heart. 

Against this tendency, we come across encouraging attitudes in the 
generosity and solidarity of many college students and young people 
in general. However, the pressure of a consumerist society is hard to 
be avoided. Thus, a «great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge 
stands before us, and it will demand that we set out on the long path 
of renewal»23.

This educational task should start with our personal example and 
has as its first field of action the one of the family. It is in the daily life of 
parents and children where the basic ecological values could be taught 
and rooted forever. It is not enough to transmit information; what is 
needed is to instil good habits, virtues, values. As educators, we have to 
explain the reasons to accept or reject certain types of behaviour. Pope 
Francis descends to details when he speaks about the value of little daily 
actions which positively help to protect the environment: «avoiding the 
use of plastic and paper, reducing water consumption, separating refuse, 
showing care for other living beings […] planting trees, turning off 
unnecessary lights, or any number of other practices»24. All these actions 
together make up what is known as the ‘ecological conversion’. 

Ecological conversion implies not only a style of life characterized 
by sobriety and moderation but also by aesthetic contemplation. We 
need to recover that inner peace together with a capacity for wonder. 
A frenetic activity, a constant hurry, the need to feel always busy affects 
us in the way we treat the environment. An integral ecology implies 
taking time to reflect, to contemplate works of nature or works of art, 
«to recover a serene harmony with creation». 

22  LS, 203.
23  LS, 202.
24  LS, 211. 
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7. Final remarks

When one finishes reading this long Encyclical Letter, one experi-
ences a need for a change. Perhaps till now, we have paid little attention 
to much news related to the environment, perhaps we have also consid-
ered an exaggeration some of the warnings about the ecological crisis. 
We thought that it is something affecting others, not us.

Laudato Si’ has reminded us that to take care of our planet is some-
thing obliging each one of us. A responsibility we have to assume if 
we want to leave a better world to future generations. The problems 
mentioned in this letter are real problems, calling for urgent solutions.

The care for nature is also an important topic for interreligious dia-
logue. Dialogue is needed if we want to tackle the environmental prob-
lems effectively. In 2018, an international conference took place in the 
Vatican City to mark the third anniversary of this important document 
and to express the urgent need to respond to that ecological conversion 
proposed by Pope Francis.

I would conclude with the following words taken from the Encyc-
lical Laudato Si’: «The gravity of the ecological crisis demands that we 
all look to the common good, embarking on a path of dialogue which 
requires patience, self-discipline and generosity, always keeping in mind 
that “realities are greater than ideas”»25. 
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investigación. Algunas de sus principales áreas de interés son el análisis del espacio en la 
literatura, el estudio de adaptaciones literarias y la edición de autos sacramentales.

Mariela Insúa es investigadora y secretaria del Grupo de Investigación Siglo de Oro 
(GRISO) de la Universidad de Navarra y editora de Hipogrifo. Revista de literatura y cultura 
del Siglo de Oro. Especialista en la obra del mexicano Fernández de Lizardi, cuenta además 
con publicaciones acerca del Siglo de Oro, especialmente de Cervantes y el teatro 
hispano-portugués del siglo xvii, y también sobre novela española contemporánea y 
literatura hispanoamericana.
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