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Editorial 
Homeward Bound: Ecology and Ecumenicity from 
Laudato Si’ to Fratelli Tutti

By Aaron Hollander

As we conclude the “Year of Laudato Si’” that marks 
the fifth anniversary of Pope Francis’ landmark  
encyclical, it proves challenging to focus attention 

directly on the legacy of Laudato Si’ (“praise be to you”), 
in light of Pope Francis’ release of a new encyclical in late 
2020: Fratelli Tutti (“brothers and sisters all”). Although 
these two encyclicals approach their subject matter from 
different vantage points and take up ethical and theologi-
cal matters on a different scale, it is important to recognize 
how fundamentally enmeshed are the root metaphors that 
animate the two texts: “home” in the case of Laudato Si’ 
and “fraternity” in the case of Fratelli Tutti. This issue of 
Ecumenical Trends features written versions of the contri-
butions offered during GEII’s Autumn webinar on “Ecology 
and Ecumenicity,” which was conceived as an event rec-
ognizing the “Year of Laudato Si’.” As we have recently 
completed another colloquium pertaining to Fratelli Tutti, 
it seems fitting to connect the two encyclicals explicitly on 
the wavelength of “ecology and ecumenicity.”

Laudato Si’ was immediately recognized, on its release 
in 2015, as a groundbreaking document: not only an invi-
tation and summons to “every person living on this plan-
et” (LS 3) but also an enunciation of a vision of integrity 
in which diverse people, who disagree on so many matters 
of faith and life, can nonetheless see themselves as co-par-
ticipants in an open-ended but mutualistic future. Such a  
vision depends not on the administrative commonality of 
an empire but rather on the intimate commonality of family, 
of a household of life: what Fratelli Tutti would describe, 
five years later, as a “universal fraternity” that precedes and  
exceeds the many disagreements that emerge in the busi-
ness of living together. 

Dr. Aaron Hollander is Associate Director of Graymoor  
Ecumenical & Interreligious Institute, Associate Editor of 
Ecumenical Trends, and Affiliated Faculty for the Centro 
Pro Unione. He currently serves as Vice President of the 
North American Academy of Ecumenists.
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Laudato Si’ is not merely a document on the environ-
ment enhanced by ecumenical insight – it is in fact a work 
of cutting-edge ecumenical theology. Fratelli Tutti, in turn, 
while more overtly ecumenical and indeed interreligious in 
its attention, is no less ecological in its scope and ethos, 
framing human fraternity as a stratum of relational exis-
tence built atop and dependent on the borderless univer-
sality of a shared created order. That is, Fratelli Tutti nar-
rows the ecological scope of Laudato Si’ onto profound and 
pressing challenges of economic justice and interreligious 
peacebuilding, marking a shift in attention from the integ-
rity of creation to justice and peace (in the well-worn ter-
minology of ecumenical history), without ever pretending 
that these dimensions of life abundant could be anything but 
interdependent. To detach the social and political from the 
ecological (indeed the cosmic) is “to disfigure each” (FT 142).

From an ecumenical perspective, the great achievement 
of Laudato Si’ is its teaching that integral ecology is always  
ecumenical, insofar as the global human community must 
learn to communicate and cooperate meaningfully in  
relation to our common home even when we understand  
it differently and disagree on how to inhabit it. And the  
flipside of this insight, no less important, is that authentic  
ecumenism is always ecological, insofar as our ideas and 
identities are all indigenous to the one earth of their inhabita-
tion. The unity we seek is not abstract and ideological, but em-
bodied in our social lives and institutions, which themselves, 
given their materiality, are inextricable from their ecological  
embeddedness. There is no doubt, in other words, that 
Laudato Si’ makes a simultaneous advance in Christian 

ecological thought and in ecumenical theology through its 
consistent and broadly implicative root metaphor of “our 
common home.”

The symbol of “home” is tucked inside many of the 
important categories at work in Pope Francis’ ecological 
encyclical and his ministry more broadly – up to and in-
cluding Fratelli Tutti, in which the metaphor of “common 
home” anchors the subsidiary image of a “single family” 
of humanity (FT 17). This prominence of “home” imag-
ery is not coincidental: ecology, economy, and ecumenic-
ity (three core concerns of Pope Francis’ papal tenure and 
the Franciscan ethical tradition alike) share their root in the 
Greek oikos, meaning home or dwelling place. Pope Francis 
tends to draw deeply on the implications and resonances 
of the Greek oikos in his integral vision for humanity, by 
contrast with the more Latinate heritage of understanding 
the human place in creation through the lenses of “domesti-
cation” and “dominion.” In a sense, this signifies a realized 
ecumenical openness (Francis’ appreciation for Orthodox 
Christian thought is well known), an openness which is ev-
ident throughout both encyclicals and met with the embrace 
of these documents in religious communities beyond the 
Roman Catholic Church.

What Pope Francis describes as the cultivation of “eco-
logical virtues” (LS 88) and “ecological conversion” (LS 
216) is crucial to an interpretation of Laudato Si’ and no 
less to our appreciation of its ecumenical achievement. 
Chapter Six of the encyclical opens with the statement that, 
for a flourishing ecological future, “Many things have to 
change course, but it is we human beings above all who 
need to change” (LS 202). Such a conversion is not merely 
a renewed awareness of the needfulness of creation care, 
nor a simple ideological assent to ecological flourishing 
(any more than conversion to the gospel involves mere in-
tellectual assent to its ideas!), nor solely a commitment of 
resources to environmental conservation – though it is all 
these as well. Ecological conversion signifies repentance 
for and renunciation of our civilization’s corrosive norms, 
which carry out a slow death sentence for the living places 
on which we depend, for countless species disappearing into 
unmarked graves, and for the precarious poor. Along with 

Laudato Si’ is not merely a 
document on the environment 
enhanced by ecumenical insight – 
it is in fact a work of cutting-edge 
ecumenical theology.
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anthropological vision” (FT 22) that would reduce a truly 
common good to the merely human good, and that would 
reduce holistic human flourishing to economic growth. 
The preferred anthropological and ecumenical (indeed  
interreligious) vision of Fratelli Tutti is one that is ground-
ed (although largely implicitly in the document itself) in 
ecological consciousness: the conversion it promotes from 
fantasies of self-sufficiency to an ever-widening communi-
ty of belonging (FT 87, 114-117) is explicitly distinguished 
from the “false universalism” (FT 100) of a solely cultural 
or solely economic globalization.

Thus, we arrive the second of three orbits that can be 
made around Pope Francis’ core metaphor of “a single fam-
ily dwelling in a common home” (FT 17; cf. LS 13, 52, 89, 
164): economy, which acquires an even greater significance 
in Fratelli Tutti than it has in Laudato Si’. In the intellectual 
tradition on which Francis draws, oikonomia has its founda-
tions in what we might today call domestic affairs: the man-
agement of a household and its preservation as a flourishing 
unit of society. The ancient Greek political thinkers came 
to apply oikonomia analogously to the public domain: like 
a common home, society needed to be managed, preserved, 
well-ordered, and so forth, for the flourishing of all its family  
members. Although this ancient economic theory was in-
separable from natural law – since agriculture and the limits 
of the land were the basis for what society could achieve – it 
was the Christian thinkers of the third century, Tertullian 
and Origen, who again expanded the meaning of oikonomia 
to refer to the well-ordering and management for flourish-
ing of the whole of creation, on the part of a benevolent God 
whose ultimate “economic” act is to reassert God’s familial 
commitment to the creative order by incarnating within and 
thereafter inhabiting it, “[throwing] in his lot with it, even 
to the cross” (LS 99). 

It is in this light that so sharp a contrast comes into view 
between the divine oikonomia invested in the flourishing of 
all creation – vegetable, animal, human, all dependent on 
one another in their common home – and the distorted, idola-
trous human economy of self-service, of uninhibited growth 
on the part of the few at the expense of the many, against 
which Pope Francis is justly famous for his searing critique. 
Fratelli Tutti delivers on this critique in spades; primed by 
Laudato Si’, we can recognize how Francis’ discussion of 
private property as parasitic on “the universal destination of 
created goods” (FT 120) is less revolutionary than it is con-
servative (in the true sense of conservation for the future, 
conservation as the alternative to nihilism). Francis’ con-
trast between a sustainable economics of “fruitfulness” and 
an obsessive economics of “results” (FT 193-197) acquires 
its logic from the flourishing of a living ecosystem, and his 
warning over the self-defeating consequences of econom-

Along with repentance, ecological 
conversion signifies a whole-person, 
whole-society change of identity, 
not only a change of thought or life: 
a renewed construal of the human 
being in relation to other creatures 
and as members of the common 
home of creation.

repentance, ecological conversion signifies a whole-per-
son, whole-society change of identity, not only a change of 
thought or life: a renewed construal of the human being in 
relation to other creatures and as members of the common 
home of creation. As Francis puts it: “we do not look at the 
world from without but from within, conscious of the bonds 
with which the Father has linked us to all beings” (LS 220).

Such a perspective, of course, has profound ecumenical 
implications: there is no belief, way of life, ethical misstep, 
or hateful orientation that can make us truly foreign to one 
another. An “ecological conversion,” in Francis’ terminolo-
gy, is not merely a recovery of a sense of our earthenness, 
our cosmicity, but also a commitment to recognizing each 
other in the same way. Knowing ourselves to be united by 
far more than divides us establishes firmer and more fertile  
grounds – literally, common ground – upon which our 
open-ended conversation and collaboration can take place. 
But identifying the human being in this way involves not 
only ecumenical but properly theological insight: God’s  
incarnation is, by this construal of the human, also an incul-
turation and indeed an incosmization. In the closing prayer 
of Laudato Si’, we find exactly this appreciation of the  
ecological identity of Christ insofar as he is fully human: 
“You were formed in the womb of Mary our Mother,/ you 
became part of this earth,/ and you gazed upon the world 
with human eyes…” (LS 246).

In Laudato Si’, conversion to an ecologically oriented 
identity enables an alternative and healthier way of seeing 
other human beings as fellow family members belonging to 
a common home. In Fratelli Tutti, such a conversion from 
individualism to ecumenicity, from exploitation to fraternity 
(FT 12, 16-17), reverberates back into attitudes toward the 
created order as the basis for our belonging and the context 
of our care for one another. Holding the teaching of Laudato 
Si’ as an essential prerequisite for the message of Fratelli 
Tutti is therefore a means of precluding the “reductive  continued on page 4
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ic hoarding and exploitation (FT 219) reflects a realistic  
understanding not only of political breaking points but also 
of the basic principles of ecological sustainability.

We have seen, then, that both economic and ecologi-
cal justice – which so many have been tragically persuad-
ed to dismiss as merely auxiliary to a left-wing agenda – 
are inseparable from the core theological commitments of 
the Catholic Church and the most deeply rooted visions 
of Christian and human unity. To have faith in a “salvif-
ic economy,” in which the creator is joined to creation 
and becomes human, becomes culture-bound and cul-
ture-transforming, becomes the very starstuff that we share 
in our bones, to wake us from our captivity to ourselves 
and turn us from self-service toward the life abundant of 
all creation – this requires none other than the compre-
hensive rejection of economic idolatry wherever profit is 
erected in the place of love. It is through the root meta-
phor of oikos, our common home invited to salvation and 
flourishing by means of a love both divinely rooted and 
politically enacted (see FT 80) for the sake of the whole 
household, that Pope Francis’ economic, ecological, and  
ecclesial ministries are revealed to be one and the same.

between intra- and inter-religious dialogue are subsidiary 
to the deep integrity of the two as complementary commit-
ments to the flourishing of God’s household. The metaphor 
of family relations, with its framing of each member (and 
that member’s unique personality, understanding, gifts, and 
priorities) in terms of the common good of the home, allows 
Francis to recognize religious diversity as contributing to 
the health and dignity of humanity – so long as that diversity 
is framed within the larger coherence of a just, peaceful, and 
sustainable whole (see FT 230 on the “family bond” that un-
dergirds and endures through every difference and conflict). 
The correlation between religious diversity in Fratelli Tutti 
and biodiversity in Laudato Si’ should be clear: strife and 
competition may be inevitable, but seen from the perspec-
tive of the greater flourishing of the whole household of life 
(rather than the perspective of individual or tribal benefit), 
even histories of violence in need of repentance and recon-
ciliation do not justify a treatment of our fellow creatures 
(human and nonhuman) with any less than fraternal love. 

As Fratelli Tutti continues to be received and interpreted  
both among Catholics and among all people of good will, 
I would submit that having the perspective of Laudato Si’ 
firmly in hand helps to address two of the thorniest patches 
of the new encyclical, where critics may rightly question 
what has been proposed. First, an ecological basis for fra-
ternity lessens the risk of displacing interreligious tension 
onto a religious/nonreligious binary (as seems to be permit-
ted in FT 272-73, where an appeal to “transcendent truth” 
and the “Father of all” is given as a prerequisite for human 
fraternity). Taken in isolation, such statements shortchange 
the ecological grounds for mutual commitment that can ac-
commodate, and indeed dignify, fraternal relations among 
theists and nontheists, among faithful and materialists, 
among partisans of the church and those who have been be-
trayed by representatives of the church. Second, although 
the relationship is never quite rendered explicit between 
the “human fraternity” that dominates Fratelli Tutti and 
the “universal fraternity” that is claimed as its motivating  
vision, the very end of Fratelli Tutti hints at what Laudato 
Si’ proclaims in full: that the former is the necessary path 
to the latter, not an end in itself. While Francis of Assisi’s 
mystical experience of universal fraternity (with animals, 
plants, cosmic phenomena, even the death-dealing forces 
that are dignified by their belonging to the implicate order 
of God’s creation) may not be within reach for most of us, 
its power as a motivating vision can draw us further from 
our own self-prioritization toward an ever-widening hori-
zon of belonging and community with the whole more-than- 
human household of life. Pope Francis’ appeal to Charles de 
Foucault indicates the nearer end of this pathway on which 
we travel step by step in our frailty: “only by identifying 
with the least did he come at last to be the brother of all” 

continued on page 31

… primed by Laudato Si’, we can 
recognize how Francis’ discussion 
of private property as parasitic 
on “the universal destination of 
created goods” (FT 120) is less 
revolutionary than it is conservative 
(in the true sense of conservation 
for the future, conservation as the 
alternative to nihilism).

In this respect, Laudato Si’ blasts apart the tired polarity 
of “faith and order” and “life and work,” demonstrating a 
faithful ecumenicity through its rooting and reconciling of 
doctrinal diversity in the common ground of an interdepen-
dent ecological order, while engaging in sustained and au-
thentic listening to (and citation of) those of different faith, 
different imagination, different commitments. And Fratelli 
Tutti finds its way to the far side of another overwrought 
binary: that which is regularly assumed to separate “ecu-
menical” and “interreligious” affairs. By anchoring both in 
a theological anthropology of inherent relationality (FT 87, 
111), Francis makes clear that the differences in purpose 
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Introduction

Many Christians today neither learn nor understand 
the theological, spiritual, or moral implications 
of their own ecological and ontological reality, 

namely that everything, including human beings, is connect-
ed and interdependent. Nor, more urgently, do many grasp 
the irreparable harm that results from living in a false real-
ity blind to this interconnectedness! Even environmentally 
literate and well-intentioned theologians come dangerously 
close to engaging in idolatrous complicity by upholding a 
singularly anthropocentric worldview and soteriological  
vision. Is God interested only in humankind or in all of 
“what God creates?”

Frequently, theologians and Church leaders fail to place 
humans in their actual interdependent relationship with-
in the cosmos, or else they are silent on the topic. Silence 
effectively blesses a presumption that humans always out-
weigh other creatures and can thrive independent of other 
earth entities. A theologically accurate, clearly expressed, 
and plainly taught understanding of the relationship be-
tween the doctrines of Creation, Redemption, and Incarna-
tion is often lacking.

Significantly, the promulgation of Pope Francis’ Laudato  
Si’ – On Care for Our Common Home focused attention on 
the Franciscan tradition as a source for a wholistic and rela-
tional vision and practice. The Pope challenged theologians, 
ethicists, and all ministers to clearly show the relationship 
between the Christian doctrines of Creation-Redemption- 
Incarnation, in ways that inspire and empower believers to 
act as vibrant, joy filled witnesses to the Gospel of Jesus.1 

He asserted that Christians must address the root causes of 
the urgent complex issues of ecological justice and today’s 
“climate emergency” from a theologically sound, spiritually 
compelling, and credibly religious perspective. Elizabeth A.  
Johnson’s recent Creation and the Cross: The Mercy of God 
for a Planet in Peril is an exemplary response. She observes:

Not content with harming our own species, human sin 
spills over into the natural world, ravaging habitats and 
destroying other species for personal or corporate gain. 
We profoundly need divine forgiveness. Out of the depths 
we cry for salvation. … Yet, over the centuries Western 
theology’s focus on sin became so intense that the wide-
ness of God’s saving mercy throughout the whole created  
world was by and large overlooked.2 

Johnson traces the nearly exclusive Western theological 
focus on personal sin to the eleventh-century theologian, 
Anselm of Canterbury, and his 1098 Cur Deus Homo (Why 
God Became Human). She respectfully argues that Anselm’s 
appeasement theory is utterly inadequate today on at least 
seven counts.3 Anselm never addresses God’s salvific pres-

ence in creation and leaves it out of his appeasement theory 
– “ecological silence.”4 The Noahic Covenant that includ-
ed “all creatures of flesh on earth,” remains hidden. Noting 
that “The New Testament has no logically articulated theory 
of salvation,”5 Johnson outlines an exquisite “theology of 
accompaniment” that can support planetary solidarity and 
work for ecojustice, while rejecting anthropocentrism.6 A 
theology of accompaniment calls for Christian conversion 
to affirming God’s presence in and love for all creation, and 
she holds this as the force driving Christian intervention in 
the planetary ecojustice mission. 

I suggest that the Franciscan tradition holds a framework 
sufficient for such a conversion and realignment. Indeed, 
in 1979, Pope John Paul II named Francis of Assisi as the 
Patron Saint of Ecology.7 Today, forty years later, Francis’ 
legacy is more urgent than ever: the sacred relationship 
among God, humans, otherkind, and the cosmos has given 
way to pillaging, plundering, raping, and otherwise exploit-
ing our Sister, Mother Earth, along with her children – es-
pecially the poor and vulnerable. These are moral concerns 
of creed-professing Christians! The integrated framework 
of Franciscan spirituality/theology/ethics can assist us with 
these issues.

continued on page 6

Catholic Environmental Ethics in a Franciscan Key
By Dawn M. Nothwehr, OSF

Significantly, the promulgation  
of Pope Francis’ Laudato Si’ –  
On Care for Our Common Home 
focused attention on the Franciscan 
tradition as a source for a wholistic 
and relational vision and practice.
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Franciscan theologians, considering St. Francis’ affec-
tive and embodied experience in light of a wider range of 
biblical texts, ultimately deepened the religious impact of 
Genesis. This is significant, first, because their approach rooted  
environmental ethics in Christocentric texts. St. Francis’ 
devotion to the Incarnation and the Franciscan vision of 
the “primacy of Christ” both strongly support the moral 
significance of Creation, while underscoring the christo-
logical character of environmental ethics. Second, biblical 
texts are interpreted in light of embodied human experi-
ence, as paralleled in modernity by David Tracy’s “scrip-
ture-in-tradition principle.”9 Like current Eastern Christian 
theologians, medieval Franciscan scholars drew from Greek 
and patristic concepts to interpret scripture, subsequently 
transforming these concepts into contemporary knowledge 
in light of their own theological reflection. This approach 
proposes theological tools for an integral interpretation of 
personal experience, scripture, and shared tradition. Third, 
employing Paul’s christological hymns and the Prologue to 
the Gospel of John, the Franciscan tradition highlights the 
cosmological dimension of the Incarnation, its role in sal-
vation history, and the interdependent relationship between 
the Incarnation and the Creation, united in divine love. 

Thus, a compelling moral narrative is found and firmly 
grounded in scripture, patristic sources, and especially the 
Incarnation and the Trinity. This narrative stirs the moral 
imagination, entices a powerful desire to love, and calls 
forth the exercise of moral agency – all within an ecolog-
ically conscious Christian cosmology. Inspired by Francis  
of Assisi’s love for nature, the Franciscan tradition holds 
that creation – indeed the entire cosmos – bursts with  
religious significance. Clearly, medieval Franciscans had  
no knowledge of today’s environmental degradation and  
related moral questions. Yet, from their work, we can  
retrieve ancient theological currents that inform contempo-
rary ethical applications.  

2.  Living the Incarnation

Francis – Inspiration for Environmental Ethics

St. Francis’ lived religious experience grounds and inspires  
contemporary Franciscan environmental ethics. Moved by  
the humility of God in the Incarnation, he responded with  
a deep desire to “follow in the footprints of Jesus.”10  
Indeed, stories about “the saint who loved animals,” bear  
clear religious and ethical significance.11 For example: 
“even for worms he had a warm love, since he had read this 
text about the Savior: l am a worm and not a man. That is 
why he used to pick them up from the road, and put them in 
a safe place, so that they would not be crushed by the foot-
steps of passersby.”12

The tradition of Franciscan 
environmental ethics asserts 
particular values and a hope-filled 
moral vision for a lifestyle that 
moves us from crisis to wholeness 
and holiness.

1. St. Francis and His Followers as Resources for 
Christian Environmental Ethics

St. Francis was a semiliterate vernacular theologian, an in-
tensely charismatic popular preacher, and a nature mystic. 
Some twenty-eight original documents by the Poverello are 
extant.8 The Franciscan school emerged in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries at the universities at Paris, Oxford, 
and Cologne with Bonaventure of Bagnoregio, John Duns 
Scotus, and other friars who molded the wisdom and spirit 
of Francis into formal philosophy and systematic theology. 
The tradition of Franciscan environmental ethics asserts 
particular values and a hope-filled moral vision for a life-
style that moves us from crisis to wholeness and holiness. 
This tradition – rooted in the religious, affective, and em-
bodied experience of Francis of Assisi and only subsequent-
ly bearing theological fruit in the works of Bonaventure 
and Scotus – emphasizes the continuity between humanity,  
creatures, and all cosmic elements. The Franciscan tradi-
tion, moreover, understands the Trinity as a communion of 
persons that is dynamic, creative, and self-diffusive in love. 
Thus, from this viewpoint, God is relationship – a vision 
that elaborates and deepens the thoroughgoing relatedness 
of all things. This all-inclusive vision of the moral commu-
nity points to a Franciscan environmental virtue ethics that 
enhances the moral imagination and calls forth the praxis of 
creation care. 

Use of Sacred Scripture & Other Sources

Scripture holds pride of place in the Franciscan tradi-
tion. St. Francis’ profound reverence for scripture inspired 
him to retrieve any paper with lettering on it (which could 
compose the Word of God) lest it be “trampled underfoot.” 
The entire Franciscan theological enterprise is deeply rooted  
in both biblical testaments, utilizing numerous texts beyond  
Genesis 1 and 2. Less inclusive uses of scripture risk  
neglecting the link between Creation and Redemption,  
allowing only for a limited “command ethics,” heavily  
reliant on moral argument that is exclusively logical, discur-
sive, and positivistic. 

continued on page 7
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Creation; and in turn, Creation had to be from the beginning 
capable of receiving, understanding, and freely responding 
to this manner of divine initiative. Because Creation was 
created to bear the Incarnation, every element, creature, and 
person gives material and outward expression of the Word 
of God. When Jesus came as the Incarnation of God, there 
was a “perfect fit” because everything has been made to pre-
figure Jesus Christ. Creation, according to the Franciscan 
tradition, is christo-form, capable of bearing Christ, so that 
the Incarnation could be the fulfillment of Creation’s cos-
mic purpose; indeed, the fundamental purpose of creation 
is to bear Christ.16 For Scotus, then, there is a clear conti-
nuity between the doctrines of Creation, Incarnation, and 
Redemption known through the profound love of God (Jn 
1:1-18). 

3. Trinity: God as Relationship

St. Francis – The Canticle of Brother Sun

Francis, suffering from a painful eye infection and near 
death, composed the Canticle of the Creatures that epito-
mizes his Christian cosmological vision.17 The Canticle 
illustrates Francis’ familiarity with Psalm 148 and Daniel 
3:57-88, unleashing vivid images that reflect his prayer 
and sustained contact with the elements.18 It is the fruit 
of constant contemplative spiritual practice, celebrating 
God’s love expressed through the incarnate world. Francis 
named the cosmic and earthen elements as brother, sister, 
and mother, linking everything and everyone to a radically 
relational God whose creation is interrelated to its core and 
intimately encountered in the relational metaphor of family.

Clearly, medieval Franciscans 
had no knowledge of today’s 
environmental degradation and 
related moral questions. Yet, from 
their work, we can retrieve ancient 
theological currents that inform 
contemporary ethical applications.

Francis perceived Christ’s presence in all of material 
reality. He expressed his spiritual vision in his writings, us-
ing scriptural texts and images. He employed 2 Corinthians 
8:9 to describe the Incarnation as an expression of divine 
poverty or humility, and he alluded to language from John 
1:1-18 and the kenotic hymn of Philippians 2 to describe 
the Eucharist as a continuation of the Incarnation.13 St. 
Bonaventure described how the Poverello perceived Christ 
ever more clearly in the created world, viewing Francis’  
experience as a model for theological claims about the role 
of the senses in human encounters with Jesus Christ in the 
material world.14 

John Duns Scotus – The Primacy of the Cosmic Christ

Countering most medieval theologians, who held that 
the purpose of the Incarnation was to make satisfaction 
for human sin, the Franciscans developed the “primacy of 
Christ” as an alternative framework, grounding their spec-
ulation in patristic theologies and in Pauline and Johannine 
sources.15 Reflecting on Colossians 1:15-17, Ephesians 1:3-
10, and John 1:1-18, John Duns Scotus asserted that the 
significance of the Incarnation was ultimate, rather than 
subsidiary to that of human sin, being the most perfect ex-
pression of God’s love. He reframed incarnational theology 
by asking at the outset: “What was God’s original intention 
for the Incarnation? What kind of God would choose to 
become Incarnate among us?” Scotus stipulated: Because 
God is absolutely free and absolutely loving, the Incarna-
tion could not have been motivated as a necessary remedy 
for sin. Such a motive would be an inferior rationale. The 
Incarnation was therefore not an afterthought, a remedial 
strategy. Rather, the Incarnation was conceived, before the 
creation of the world, as a means to unite humanity with 
God through love – indeed, as the most complete expression 
of divine love, which is identical with the divine essence. 

The relationship between Christ and Creation, therefore, 
predated the creation of the world. For Christ to come, and 
to realize the fullness of God’s love, required that there be a 

For Christ to come, and to 
realize the fullness of God’s love, 
required that there be a Creation; 
and in turn, Creation had to be 
from the beginning capable of 
receiving, understanding, and freely 
responding to this manner of divine 
initiative. Because Creation was 
created to bear the Incarnation, 
every element, creature, and 
person gives material and outward 
expression of the Word of God.

continued on page 8



MARCH/APRIL 2021                                                                     8/36                                            ECUMENICAL TRENDS

CATHOLIC ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS IN A FRANCISCAN KEY, from page 7

continued on page 9

St. Bonaventure’s Theology of the Trinity and Creation

In his theology of the Trinity, Bonaventure develops 
Francis’ intuitive, spiritual understanding of divine fam-
ily. Bonaventure’s creation theology flows from his the-
ology of the Trinity. Distinctively, Bonaventure expands 
the fourth-century Cappadocian patristic tradition.19 These 
sources favor Trinity as a community of divine persons, 
rather than Trinity as the unity of God’s substance (per St. 
Augustine). 

The Father, as unbegotten, is “fountain-fullness” of  
goodness, who communicates goodness through the 
Incarnate Son, who returns the love to the Father in the 
Spirit. The Father is the source and goal of the emanation 
of the Trinity; the Father is the source and goal of all creat-
ed reality. For Bonaventure, a God who could create would 
communicate Godself to others.20 The self-communicative 
goodness of the Father is God giving Godself away in the 
Word, who proceeds from the Father as the perfect expres-
sion and Image of God. As the full and total expression 
of God’s primal fruitfulness, the Son is the expression of 
all that God can be in relation to the finite. Thus, God is 
Trinitarian community, inviting us to share God’s life by 
entering into communion with Godself. In the Franciscan 
school, the Trinity is not an abstract concept, but an organic, 
relational system animated by love. 

Bonaventure’s theology of Creation derives from his 
understanding of the Trinity and develops St. Francis’ cos-
mic vision as expressed in the Canticle. Bonaventure uses 
the image of a circle to understand life: we come from God, 
we exist in relation to God, and we will return to God. For 
Bonaventure, God does create, and thereby, communicates 
God’s self to others. The self-communicative goodness of 
the Father is God giving Godself away in the Word, who 
proceeds from the Father as the perfect expression and 
Image of God. In Bonaventure’s view, the Word is the inner 
self-expression of God, and the created order is the external 
expression of the inner Word. The Trinity is the template for 
all creation. 

Bonaventure provides several metaphors to describe the 
created universe and its relationship to the Trinity.

 
Citing 

Augustine, Bonaventure writes that “the entire world is, as 
it were, a kind of book in which the Creator can be known in 
terms of power, wisdom, and goodness which shine through 
in creatures.”21 Bonaventure uses the metaphor of a circle 
many times in his works, as a symbol of the Trinity itself, 
as well as for the movement of divine life into, through, and 
back from Creation.22 He uses a fountain, as a metaphor for 
God’s self-diffusive love, extended to us through Creation. 
Bonaventure also compares the universe to a beautifully 
composed song – an image borrowed from Augustine – but 
he develops the metaphor further. He insists that full appre-

ciation of a song requires grasping the entire melody: not 
only the individual notes, but also their interrelation with 
pitch, rhythm, and tone. All these metaphors suggest that, 
as one studies creation, one learns more about God, and as 
one comes to understand God, one recognizes God’s love 
in creation. 

In sum, Bonaventure’s view is that all creation is the-
ophanic, revealing something of God. His writings on  
the Trinity convey a sophisticated theological vision that 
reflects Francis’ intuitive understanding of all people and 
all creation bound together in praise of God. Francis’ song 
about creation is echoed in Bonaventure’s theological met-
aphor of creation as song. The Trinity as communion of 
persons proposes God as relationship. The divine persons 
are interdependent, and so too the relationship between  
the Godhead and creation is one of interdependence. 
Bonaventure proposes a theology of Trinity that is remark-
ably compatible with the modern scientific notion of the 
ecosystem, for the emphasis on relationship between enti-
ties is fundamental to both. 

Bonaventure proposes a theology 
of Trinity that is remarkably 
compatible with the modern 
scientific notion of the ecosystem, 
for the emphasis on relationship 
between entities is fundamental  
to both.

4. Creation as a Community of Moral Concern

St. Francis and the Franciscan School: Perspectives for 
Contemporary Environmental Ethics

Though St. Francis and the Franciscan school predate mod-
ern concern for the environment, both hold valuable theo-
logical perspectives for advancing contemporary environ-
mental ethics concerning the individual, subjective, sensory 
experience of creation; reflection on New Testament scrip-
ture in light of the experience of creation; and highly devel-
oped christological and trinitarian theological insights. 

The Franciscan tradition’s constant and most important 
contribution to environmental ethics is that all creation is 
theologically and morally significant. The creation has a  
religious purpose. Creation bears God; communicates God; 
prompts human beings to journey into God; and praises 
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God independently of human beings. Once creation is un-
derstood as a direct recipient, mediator, and respondent of 
divine love, it readily follows that one recognizes creation 
as morally significant. It is its religious, communicative, 
symbolic, and christological apprehension of Creation that 
makes the Franciscan tradition a fecund foundation for the 
exercise of the moral imagination for environmental ethics. 

A Franciscan theology of Creation can inspire a moral 
vision of care as human responsibility. Inspired by Francis 
of Assisi, and by the diverse witness of his followers, this 
theology can motivate Christians today to imagine creation 
as part of the moral community. Creation, the Earth, and 
its ecosystems are integral to the Christian project of moral 
existence grounded in love of God and neighbor. Because 
a Franciscan approach to environmental ethics undermines 
assertions of a sharp ontological division between humanity 
and the rest of creation, it undercuts radical anthropocen-
trism and requires that a life lived in the created order is a 
life of responsibility and care. Franciscan creation theology 
thus shares many features with virtue ethics, and indeed, the 
ethical framework of Bonaventure explicitly models (with 
the saintly exemplar of Francis at its core) a shift from rote 
duty to the virtuous outpouring of the self into the world. It 
is in Bonaventure’s theological ethics, then, that the fullest 
promise of Franciscan perspectives on creation care may be 
found for our own time.

Imitatio Christi: St. Bonaventure’s Virtue Ethics and the 
Ecological Emergency

What St. Francis taught about Christ, creation, crea-
tures, and humans, Bonaventure developed into a love- 
oriented virtue ethics framework that is well-grounded and 
integrated with theology and spirituality.23 At its core is the 
principle commonly known as Imitatio Christi.

Following Jesus goes beyond mere obedience, and it 
transcends mimicry; discipleship is a spiritual transforma-
tion. Our interior disposition changes; our love increases. 
Jesus’ life intention was to help us to be genuinely free 
from sin and free to become the persons God calls us to 
be. Bonaventure’s ethics holds that, with God’s grace, we 
become good people, by choosing repeatedly to do good 
actions in the image of Christ’s way of life – as St. Francis 
demonstrated to be possible.24 The spiritual life thus directs 
and transforms the moral life of the Christian. Central to 
this transformation are the virtues of humility, poverty, obe-
dience, and love. 

a) Humility is the virtue most central to the God-human 
relationship. “Humility” is derived from the Latin word for 
“earth” (humus, which also provides a root for “human”). 
As beloved earth creatures, we are not to grovel before God, 
but rather, to revel and flourish in God’s love. It is this love 

that inspired God, in the Incarnation, to humbly join in our 
concrete, embodied, material reality.25 Imitating the humil-
ity of the incarnate Christ today is to claim our identity as 
creatures of the earth, with distinct capabilities. We must use 
our human gifts – including our scientific and technological 
prowess – to care for one another and all fellow creatures 
of our planet.26

b) Poverty. Bonaventure held that material poverty must 
accompany authentic humility in Christ. Jesus was born in a 
manger and thrived in relationships with the marginalized. 
By contrast, many of us who profess to follow Jesus are ma-
terially wealthy. Yet, whatever our means, we have known 
the profound emptiness of never having enough “stuff” and 
always ultimately craving something more. Today, we can 
and must choose to live with what is sufficient for a life 
of dignity, not opulence! When we live with gratitude for 
God’s gifts (Matthew 10:8), with open hands and heart,  
we also experience greater freedom to experience God’s 
creation and to enjoy meaningful time in relationship with 
people rather than things. 

c) Obedience comes from the Latin oboedre, “to pay 
attention” or “to hear.” Jesus Christ modeled this virtue 
by attending to his Father’s will, as well as to the needs of  
humans and otherkind.27 Today, obedience includes the ob-
ligation to become ecologically literate, so as to hear and 
heed the groaning of our suffering Earth, following the Holy 
Spirit’s promptings (encountered in prayerful discernment) 
to care for our common home.

d) Love is, as discussed above, most perfectly demon-
strated in the Incarnation, in which God’s self-giving nature 
overflows to humankind and joins, redeems, transfigures all 
creation.28 Having first received God’s love, humans then 
share it among themselves, as well as with all creation (John 

continued on page 10
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Imitating the humility of the 
incarnate Christ today is to claim 
our identity as creatures of the 
earth, with distinct capabilities. 
We must use our human gifts 
– including our scientific and 
technological prowess – to care for 
one another and all fellow creatures 
of our planet.
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13:34-35). But humans love imperfectly, so justice and the 
discipline of law are necessary. Human justice can partially 
restore what has been deformed by sin, although Christ is  
the ultimate norm and arbiter of genuine justice (love).29 

Today we must create and enforce policies and laws that 
keep air, water, and soils pure, sharply restricting the plun-
dering of the planet and instituting means of reversing the 
profound environmental damage we face.30

Considering Bonaventure’s grasp of the cosmos and his 
open attitude toward science,31 if he were present here today  
it is highly plausible that his love-centered virtue ethics 
would lead him to insist that we act to restore environmen-
tal health and integrity. Doing so, he would be in good com-
pany: for, when Jesus cared for the marginalized, sick, and 
poor, he modeled what currently is (and what will increas-
ingly be) required to meet the needs of the poor, who are 
(and who will increasingly be) refugees from the perils of 
desertification and flooding, famine and disease, which are 
the product of unchecked, human-caused global warming.32 

Jesus showed us the way of humility, poverty, obedience, 
and love for all creation. It is up to us to walk the way, as 
St. Francis did.

Conclusion

The Franciscan tradition offers the world an integrated spir-
itual, theological, and moral vision and praxis for dealing 
with human-caused climate change. It embraces a funda-
mental “Yes” to the goodness of all creation. This “Yes” 
is formed and expressed in prayer, liturgy, lifestyles, com-
munities, ministries, and social action for environmental 
justice. It promotes kinship with, mutual respect among, 
and care for all creation. Because climate change currently  
threatens the entire planet, affecting our most vulnerable 
sisters and brothers, urgent action is morally required of us 
to mitigate and reverse climate change.

Among the most important means of this reversal is the 
Franciscan call to ongoing conversion – an opening to new 
ways of seeing, living, and loving in right relationship with 
all creation. Such a mode of conversion compels the inten-
tional personal and communal work to become more attuned 
to God’s presence in creation and to the unique value of 
each creature. Climate change demands immediate changes 
in relationships with fossil fuels, alternative energy, food 
and agriculture, and more. Franciscan theology honors its 
strong heritage of engaging science and technology by inte-
grating climate science into our considerations for discern-
ing “the good.”33 The integrated spirituality/theology/ethics 
of Francis, Bonaventure, Scotus, and the many others who 
uphold and expand their legacy, together hold the values 
and vision of a way of being that can lead us from crisis to 
wholeness and holiness.
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I have come to believe that, in our relationship with cre-
ation, we Christians are called to evoke and affirm our 
interconnectedness with the whole world, with people 

of all races and religions. This call is what I would describe 
as the ecumenical imperative of creation care. Because the 
sense of interconnectedness reminds us that the earth unites 
us all – before and beyond any doctrinal or confessional 
divisions, but also above and beyond any political, national, 
cultural, or other differences. We may or may not share our 
religious principles, and we must negotiate many different 
ethnic backgrounds and partisan convictions. But we most 
definitely share an experience of the earth: the air that we 
breathe, the water that we drink, and the ground that we 
tread – albeit not always equitably or justly. By its myste-
rious wholeness that we do not always understand – and 
sometimes even resist – the earth reminds us of our inter-
connectedness.

This means that whenever we narrow life (even reli-
gious life) to the scope of our own understanding and our 
own concerns, we are neglecting our vocation to reconcile 
and transform all of creation. The power of ecumenism  
lies in learning how to open up beyond ourselves and our 
own, our various churches or our religious communities.  
It involves learning to speak the language of care and com-
passion. It means giving priority to solidarity, sharing, and 
service. And in this respect, creation care has a vital ecu-
menical dimension inasmuch as it brings us divided and 
insulated believers before a common task that we must 
inevitably and imperatively face together. As the “Green 
Patriarch,” Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, stated in 
his encyclical for September 1st (the day of ecumenical 
prayer for creation), 2020: “It is clear that the integrity of 
the natural environment is the shared responsibility of all 
inhabitants of the earth.”1

People often think of ecology as leaves and bees, as 
flora and fauna, as sun and soil. But it is not just that; it 
is primarily and predominantly about the social nexus that 
connects all creatures. It is not by chance that the most re-
cent and much-anticipated papal encyclical, Fratelli Tutti – 
the first after Pope Francis’ ecologically focused encyclical, 
Laudato Si’ – concerns social fraternity. The truth is that we 
can respond to nature with the same delicacy, the very same 
sensitivity and tenderness, with which we respond to any 
human person. We have learned that we cannot treat people 
like things; let me propose to you that we must learn not to 
treat even things like mere things. All of our spiritual activi-
ties are measured by their impact on the world, not only but 
not least on people, and especially the poor.

That is what the scriptural stories about creation and 
about Noah’s ark teach us; it is something we ought to have 
known for ever. However, our history continues to demon-
strate otherwise. When Donald Trump took office, he an-
nounced that the US would leave the Paris Agreement. On 
the one issue that demands a worldwide, collective response 
to safeguard the earth for future generations, the US chose 
(temporarily, it seems) to walk away from the table. That 
simply is not the way forward. An “America First” policy is 
not good policy, and it is certainly not good spirituality. The 
point is not to skewer Trump as a party leader or scapegoat; 
I am referring to Trump not as an individual but as a symbol 
of something that was morally wrong before he took office 
and remains morally wrong since he left office. 

Second, let me underline the fact that, from my own 
Orthodox perspective, the Christian approach to creation 
care emerges from our fundamental teaching that God cre-
ated the world out of love, that God so loved the world that 
His Word assumed earthly flesh and dwelt among us and 
among all creatures, and that we are therefore called to treat 
creation like our own flesh. For thirty years, Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew has emphasized this: that safeguard-
ing the environment is not primarily a political or a techno-
logical issue, nor simply some fashionable exercise in pub-
lic relations. It is essentially and fundamentally a spiritual 
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… creation care has a vital 
ecumenical dimension inasmuch as 
it brings us divided and insulated 
believers before a common task that 
we must inevitably and imperatively 
face together.



But in order to achieve this, we need to stop and reflect. 
Paradoxically, the answer may lie not so much in action as 
in inaction. This is what we learn from the mystics of the 
church – from the spirituality of fasting, prayer, and asceti-
cism. This is the way of humility, of learning to tread lightly 
on this planet. If we are guilty of relentless waste, it may be 
because we have lost the spirit of compassion, sharing, and 
simplicity of heart.

So what can we do? In order to alter our self-image, 
what is required is nothing less than a radical reversal of our 
perspectives and practices. Most importantly, we must all 
learn to do and live with less. The balance of the world has 
been shattered. And the ecological crisis will not be solved 
with sentimental slogans but by embracing self-denial as 
a solution to self-centeredness, by learning to exercise 
self-restraint, and by a readiness to say “no” or “enough.” 
We must learn to be free from and uncompelled by the ways 
that exploit the planet.

And here, I think, lies the heart of the problem. Because 
we are unwilling – in fact, we violently resist any call – to 
adopt simpler lives. We have misplaced the spirituality of 
frugality. The challenge is: how do we live in such a way 
that promotes harmony, not division? How can we acknowl-
edge “the earth as the Lord’s,” given for us to share and not 
for us either to hoard or to squander?

This brings me to my fourth point, namely the striking 
parallels between the ecological crisis and the current pan-
demic. Whether speaking of climate change or COVID-19, 
we are dealing with an unprecedented crisis. And the Greek 
word for crisis implies “judgment.” We will be judged by 
our response to these critical phenomena that shape and 
jeopardize our lives. And how we respond is where the 
church and religion come in.

In many ways, the greatest threat to our planet at this 
time is actually not the novel coronavirus, but rather cli-
mate change. The growing but largely unrecognized death 
toll from rising global temperatures will eclipse the current 
number of deaths from all the infectious diseases combined 

issue. The degradation of creation can only be reversed or 
resolved by addressing the moral causes of the ecological 
crisis. This is precisely why religion has an indispensable 
role to play.

So creation care is a theological issue. This is why, in 
the mid-1990s, the ecumenical patriarch introduced the  
revolutionary notion of ecological sin. We need to expand 
our narrow understanding of sin and repentance from what 
we have long considered as a purely individual transgres-
sion or at most a social wrongdoing to a much broader,  
generational, and even environmental abuse of God’s cre-
ation. As the patriarch notes in his encyclical for September 
1st, “the destruction of creation is an offense against the 
Creator, entirely irreconcilable with the basic tenets of 
Christian theology.”2
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The degradation of creation can 
only be reversed or resolved by 
addressing the moral causes of the 
ecological crisis. This is precisely 
why religion has an indispensable 
role to play.
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Third, in order to appreciate this spiritual worldview 
– or this “cosmic liturgy,” as St. Maximus the Confessor 
called it in the seventh century – we are called to adopt a 
spirit of humility and simplicity, expanding our vision of 
the world to recognize it as larger than ourselves and our 
interests. Far too often, we look for solutions to the envi-
ronmental crisis without first listening to what St. Paul calls 
“the labor-pains of creation” (Rom 8:22). We either rush 
to tangible alternatives or else remain complacent in our 
lifestyles, and we forget that it is our choices and the insti-
tutions that codify them that led us in the first place to the 
situation we face.

We tend to call this an “ecological crisis.” But the root 
of the problem lies in the paradigms that impel us to pursue 
particular ways of being human, ways that set us over or 
against the rest of creation. The crisis concerns the way we 
imagine and treat one another and our world, because the 
way we see or perceive the world is the way we will respect 
or respond to it. Climate change is not simply the result of 
bad judgment or greed; it is also largely a result of obliv-
ious ambition and mindless development. We should, for  
instance, try to discern the connections between military 
war for conquest, the lifestyle of those who control the 
earth’s resources, and the ecological plight of our planet.

Paradoxically, the answer may 
lie not so much in action as in 
inaction. This is what we learn from 
the mystics of the church – from  
the spirituality of fasting, prayer, 
and asceticism.
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Synod. It has been translated into over a dozen languag-
es and can be easily found on the website of the Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese of America,4 as well as in book form. 
Ecumenical Trends itself featured a number of responses to 
the document from different ecclesial and interfaith per-
spectives, in its September/October 2020 issue.

This document addresses contemporary issues in a sus-
tained manner that is unusual for the Orthodox Church – is-
sues like poverty and racism, human rights and reproductive 
technology, science and the environment. And the purpose 
of the document is to provide a reference on vital challenges 
in ways consistent with living as Christians. It is basically 
a translation of Christian teachings and tenets into the lan-
guage of social compassion and social justice. The hope is 
that we can shift the narrative from reacting to threats or 
merely surviving to a more proactive pursuit of compassion 
and justice. Then the church can assume a prophetic role. 

Economics and politics decide who will survive, who 
will have clean water and healthcare. But economics and 
politics will often do so at the expense of the poor and  
minorities. In this sense, climate change and COVID-19 
are wake up calls. We often hear it stated that COVID-19 
is a great equalizer. But it is not really that. It has, rather, 
exposed often-invisible forms of structural inequality, in-
stitutional corruption, and systemic racism. The world will 
change through climate change, and it will change as a result  
of the pandemic. The question is what direction these changes  
will take. Will the household of life become ever more hi-
erarchical and divisive? Or will it become more inclusive, 
more equitable, more sustainable? These are the questions 
we must never cease to ask ourselves and one another.

Notes:

1. https://www.goarch.org/-/patriarchal-encyclical-indiction.

2. https://www.goarch.org/-/patriarchal-encyclical-indiction.

3. https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/science-tech/overcon-
sumption-and-growth-economy-key-drivers-environmental-cri-
ses-scientists’.

4. https://www.goarch.org/social-ethos. 

if planet-heating emissions are not constrained. Rising tem-
peratures and intensifying storms will cause the greatest 
devastation in poorer, hotter parts of the world, but the eco-
nomic loss from the climate crisis, as well as the cost of 
adaptation, will be felt all around the world, including in 
wealthy countries. 

The World Economic Forum has called for “a great 
reset” of capitalism in the wake of the pandemic, arguing 
that true sustainability will only be achieved through dras-
tic lifestyle changes. And a team of international scientists 
recently concluded that in order to address climate change 
in light of COVID-19, “we cannot rely on technology and 
science alone; we have to change our affluent lifestyles and 
reduce overconsumption, in combination with structural  
change.”3 All this means that we must listen not only to 
one another’s traditions and confessions, but also to other 
disciplines (beyond theology and religion), including the 
sciences. Remember: we theologians came to the table of 
reflecting on climate change, its causes, and its implications 
relatively late; many of our churches are in fact among the 
last to do so! 

So we cannot play politics with climate change, the de-
fining issue of our time. We cannot play politics with sci-
ence or the health of our planet and its people. When, all 
too recently, powerful politicians dismissed the nation’s top 
infectious disease expert as an “alarmist,” they were using 
a pejorative straight from the playbook of those who deny 
the science behind climate change as a “hoax.” The strate-
gies used to dismiss climate change and COVID-19 follow 
a similar pattern and are employed by many of the same 
people. It starts with denying the problem exists; then trying 
to obstruct action, claiming the problem (once it can no lon-
ger be denied entirely) to be too hard or too expensive to fix; 
finally, the only recourse is to complain that the proposed 
solutions constitute an attack on their freedom, that is, their 
concern for themselves above all else.

My son recently told me that COVID-19 has provided  
us with a fascinating and invaluable social experiment. 
Throughout the pandemic, scientists and some (sadly not 
all) civil and religious authorities have asked us to do the 
slightest, most trivial thing for the sake of others and the 
world: wear a mask! And still the answer is no; still the  
answer is politicized; still the answer is “my rights.” What 
are the chances that people will respond to the much greater 
challenge of having less and hoarding less, of wasting less 
and sharing more?

In closing, permit me to refer to the insights of a recent  
document on the social ethos of the Orthodox Church. This 
document is entitled For the Life of the World, and it was 
composed by a commission of scholars appointed by the 
Ecumenical Patriarch and endorsed by the Holy and Sacred 

Remember: we theologians came 
to the table of reflecting on 
climate change, its causes, and its 
implications relatively late; many  
of our churches are in fact among 
the last to do so!

https://www.goarch.org/-/patriarchal-encyclical-indiction
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https://www.goarch.org/social-ethos
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“In the beginning Heav’n was made by God the 
Word. The angels were created too; both forged 
from naught, both formed anew. He also made the 

elements; contrasting yet in consonance, by which our God 
in Trinity is glorified praised at all times. Bless Him who 
is praised on high.” This first verse of a beloved Sunday 
morning hymn was written by the great twelfth-century 
theologian St. Nersess the Gracefilled, Catholicos of All 
Armenians and noted ecumenist.1 It begins with a beauti-
ful compound word: Նորաստեղծեալ [Norasdeghdzyal]. 
Meaning “newly created,” translated above as “formed 
anew,” it fits into the Armenian liturgical experience that 
emphasizes Sunday as the eighth day, the 7+1 of constant 
renewal – not only the completion of seven, that is, but 
God’s renewal of all things through Jesus Christ.2 Such a 
conception of the renewal of creation – not a new or second 
creation, but a renewal and fulfillment – sits at the heart of 
an Armenian Christian ecological spirituality.

A complex, interconnected ecology, where humanity is 
clearly placed within God’s creation while holding a special 
place within it, can be found in any number of prayers of 
the Armenian Apostolic Church. The Armenian Church’s 
liturgy is rich in services that make reference to water, soil, 
the earth, animals – in short, to what Christians for centu-
ries have experienced as God’s creation and what we today 
might variously call nature, our ecosystem, or the environ-
ment. As Bishop Daniel Findikyan, among others, has not-
ed, the theology of the Armenian Church is best found in its 
liturgy; if that is the case, then the theology of the Armenian 
Church has much to say about the environment. Yet a clear-
ly articulated Armenian Christian ecological spirituality, 
outside of the liturgical experience itself, is nascent at best. 
In what follows, I point to some of the first attempts to 
draw out from the liturgy and other ancient writings of the 
Armenian Church an Armenian Christian ecological spiri-
tuality capable of enriching the compelling ecological work 
already undertaken in Christian ecumenical circles. Along 
the way, I offer my own forays into this endeavor, which I 
hope will encourage further theological reflection on cre-
ation within the Armenian Christian tradition and ultimately 
will add to this most pressing of ecumenical conversations.  

Crucially, as is the case with any of the ancient and tra-
ditional Christian churches, this theological reflection on 
Armenian Christian ecological spirituality cannot be devel-
oped without identifying its deep roots in the Tradition of 
the Church. We need not be bothered that St. Gregory of 
Nyssa or St. Gregory of Narek did not explicitly write about 
“ecology” or “the environment.” Rather, with the herme-

neutical sophistication that allows us to translate between 
ancient perspectives and contemporary understanding, 
we can recognize that such Church fathers’ discussions of  
humanity, God’s creation, human nature, and created nature 
can all be used to illuminate aspects of today’s challenges 
and debates. How should we live in a global, interconnected 
world? What responsibility do we owe animals and plant 
life in the places we live? To what extent should human  
action influence the natural world? These questions, so 
pressing today, can also be debated using the insights of 
the great theologians of the past, insofar as contemporary 
theologians can carefully and conscientiously appeal to that 
great tradition in order to meet the needs of the present. 

While other Christian traditions have taken great strides 
in ecologically attuned theology, the Armenian Apostolic 
Church has not yet fully turned its attention to these press-
ing questions. In 1991, Vigen Guroian wrote a brilliant  
article called “Cleansers of the Whole Earth,” which takes 
its cue from the communion prayer of the Armenian Divine 
Liturgy where the celebrant implores of the Father, “who 
hast called us by the name of thine Only-begotten and has 
enlightened us through the baptism of the spiritual font, [to] 
Impress upon us the graces of the Holy Spirit, as thou didst 

continued on page 15
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America, both Dr. Roberta Ervine (Professor of Armenian 
Studies at St. Nersess Armenian Seminary) and I suggested 
ways that Armenian fasting practices can be seen in light 
of ecological renewal. One connection begins from the 
insights of Hovhannes Mandakuni, “a prominent church-
man of the 5th century who held the office of Catholicos for 
twelve years – if not longer (478-490),”6 who identified the 
Tree of Life with the Body of Christ and the flowing waters 
of Eden with the Blood of the Savior, in the first pages of a 
“little-known yet significant treatise” titled, “On Love and 
Sanctity Whereby Creatures Prosper.” He writes that those 
who were “non-acquiescent to the will of the Lord” were 
filled “with incredulity at the will of the Lord” when con-
fronted with “the fruit from the Tree of Life, which Adam 
desired to eat.” Thus, they were “not eating of the cruci-
fied fruit of the tree of life – the Body of the Lord, and not 
drinking from the water of life from the Edenic fountains 
– the Blood of the Savior… .”7 Couched in this negative 
construction, we see the striking comparison between the 
Tree of Life and the water of Eden and the Body and Blood 
of Jesus Christ. Mandakuni goes on to develop a framework 
where proper eating and non-eating – eating of Communion 
and fasting as non-eating, moves us back toward this ideal  
Garden. While only Christ forgives sins, limited humans 
are capable of turning back towards God. Fasting helps to 
accomplish this. And if turning back towards God points 
us back towards Eden and the perfect Garden, then fasting 
has as its goal that perfect Edenic ecosystem. Abstaining 
appropriately and feasting appropriately were a part of what 
upheld the ecosystem in the Garden of Eden. Fasting helps 
to realign us with our place in this perfect ecosystem.

With icons, the first of Chryssavgis’ “three helpful 
ways,” we enter into a realm where the Eastern Orthodox 
and Armenian Orthodox perspectives differ a little. First, 
while Armenians happily use icons in the Church, they 
do not feature quite as prominently. Where the Eastern 

upon the holy apostles, who tasted thereof and became the 
cleansers of the whole world.”3 Since then, little progress in 
explicit theological thinking on this topic has been made, 
although a concerted effort has been made to build upon 
Guroian’s initial insights.4  

What I present below takes inspiration from the earlier 
work of Vigen Guroian and the sophisticated ecotheology of 
other Christian traditions, especially the Eastern Orthodox 
Church. Others, of course, may find a different starting 
point from the one I adopt here, whether complementary 
or contradictory. This work is offered from the conviction 
that humanity’s relationship to God’s creation is one of the 
– if not the – most pressing questions of the third millen-
nium of the Christian era, and that the Armenian Church 
both can and should offer its ancient, unique, and generative 
Christian tradition to an ecumenical effort to grapple with 
this question and its practical implications.

Though it is decidedly nascent, we can sketch an 
Armenian Christian ecological theology with several im-
portant lines of departure as well as potential conundra. Such 
a sketch takes inspiration from neighboring Christian tradi-
tions, which both makes the enterprise ecumenical from the 
outset and fosters subsequent dialogue. In particular, John 
Chryssavgis has offered “three helpful ways” that the theol-
ogy of the Orthodox Church can “restore within ourselves 
a sense of wonder before God’s creation,” an apt descrip-
tion of the goal of a Christian ecotheology. He suggests that 
these ways are through “icons (namely, the way we perceive 
creation); liturgy (namely, the way we celebrate creation); 
and asceticism (namely, the way we respect creation).”5 
This is also an appropriate starting point for an Armenian 
Christian perspective. We have already seen the centrality 
of liturgy to Armenian Christian experience, with the hymns 
of St. Nersess, liturgical services like the Blessing of the 
Water at Epiphany, a healing service performed on occa-
sional Wednesdays that includes a blessing of the water, 
the Antasdan “Blessing of the Fields/Four Corners of the 
Earth,” the madagh service of sacrifice, and the prayer from 
the Divine Liturgy mentioned by Vigen Guroian. These  
liturgical services all root humanity profoundly within 
God’s creation, articulate the renewal and cleansing of the 
world by Jesus Christ, and suggest the role of humanity (as 
apostles, those sent into the world by Christ) in supporting 
the cleansing of the world. Truly, these services “celebrate 
creation” while simultaneously placing humanity within 
creation and acting as a spur to action for that creation.

Fasting, as one of the church’s central ascetic practices, 
is another important route for both ecotheological reflec-
tion and practice, another route shared between Christian 
traditions. During the 2020 Lenten season, in a series of 
lectures for the Zohrab Information Center and at parishes 
throughout the Eastern Diocese of the Armenian Church of 

These liturgical services all root 
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and cleansing of the world by 
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of humanity (as apostles, those 
sent into the world by Christ) in 
supporting the cleansing of the world.



fore, should be attentive to the ways in which bnutʿiwn, in 
part through its deployment in christological debates, could 
intervene in prevailing ideas of nature (“nature” being a 
polyvalent term that remains central to the way we think 
about ecology today) and enter into conversation with other  
Christian communities and with the wider society about 
the environment, nature, and God’s creation. Bnutʿiwn,  
nature, combines materiality and spirituality (without mix-
ing or confusing them, but insisting on their integrity and 
emphasizing their inseparability), and so offers up differ-
ent possibilities for thinking about ecology than a concept 
of nature inflected by a stronger demarcation between the 
material (human) and spiritual (divine). In other words, 
Armenian differences in the understanding of Christology 
are likely to lead to differences in the understanding of  
nature itself – and hence to differences in assessing human 
involvement with the environment, ecology, and so forth.

This leads me to a set of conundra or questions as 
Armenian Christianity enters the ecumenical conversation 
on ecology. Given the great progress toward reconciliation 
and mutual theological agreement that has been made across 
Christian denominations in last century or so, I do not wish 
to reinscribe as all-powerful the major theological division 
rendered by the Council of Chalcedon.11 Yet even in the rec-
ognition of mutual orthodoxy there remains a difference of 
emphasis. Appropriately, this different emphasis can lead 
to different insights, different ways of conceiving of mat-
ter, materiality, nature, and God’s creation.12 The Armenian 
perspective will add to an ecumenical conversation not just 
because of its beautiful liturgical practices but precisely  
because of its theological differences. Although building an 
ecumenical contribution from theological difference may 
remain for some readers a stumbling block, I hope it will 
also contribute to enlarging ecumenical ecotheology, which 
cares for the world-wide oikoumenē, the “common home” 
of all creatures (as Pope Francis I envisioned in his encycli-
cal Laudato Si’),13 while being nonetheless grounded in the 
theological particularities of individual traditions.

These considerations point to a second question about 
building an explicitly ecumenical ecotheology: to what 
extent can and should such an endeavor depend on doxa, 
belief or doctrine, at all? Perhaps shared practices – for in-
stance, fasting as an ascetical model of resource steward-
ship out of love for neighbor – are sufficient. The Armenian 
Christian approach I have sketched, however, emphasizes 
both practices (like liturgy and fasting) and doctrine (such 
as the specific Miaphysite Christology of the Armenian and 
other Oriental Orthodox Churches). This balance is inten-
tional: while fruitful particularities and fresh perspectives 
arise through attention to doctrine, it is also precisely in 
the doxa of orthodoxy that divisions emerge, which could 

Orthodox might emphasize icons, perhaps an Armenian 
perspective would look to the Cross – especially because 
one of the common terms used to designate the cross is the 
Armenian word նշան [nshan], meaning, most directly, 
“sign.” The other basis for difference here is that, as John 
of Damascus noted long ago, the justification for icons is 
intimately connected to Christology and the Incarnation: 
an icon makes present the divine in a parallel manner to 
the Incarnation.8 Yet Armenian Christians, along with the 
other so-called Oriental Orthodox, non-Chalcedonian, or 
Miaphysite Churches, have articulated their Christology 
differently. This would suggest that the Armenian Christian 
development of an ecological theology, when it leans on 
icons or signs, might offer different insights than those  
deriving from Chalcedonian Churches, whether Orthodox 
or Catholic.

Moreover, the christological differences that articulate 
a distinct Armenian understanding of the Incarnation and 
a unique defense of images9 also suggest divergent under-
standings of the idea of nature, as well as of related con-
cepts central to any ecotheology. Stepʿanos Siwnetsʿi, an 
important eighth century bishop and theologian, gives an 
instructive summary of the Armenian christological posi-
tion which uses the contested word “nature,” in Armenian 
bnutʿiwn, describing Christ as “a single nature [bnutʿiwn] 
of two, without confusion and without division.”10 One of 
the terms at the heart of the Chalcedonian-Miaphysite de-
bate, “nature” (in Greek physis), had been used with some 
agreement since the Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D. to dis-
cuss the relationality of the Trinity. With the christological 
debates about the humanity and divinity of Christ, however,  
physis (along with connected terms like hypostasis and 
homoousios) became central to the Chalcedonian under-
standing of Christology. Likewise, Siwnetsʿi’s christologi-
cal statement demonstrates the centrality of the Armenian 
concept bnutʿiwn to Armenian ideas about the person of 
Jesus Christ. An emergent Armenian ecotheology, there-

MARCH/APRIL 2021                                                                   16/44                                             ECUMENICAL TRENDS

FORMED ANEW, from page 15

continued on page 17

Moreover, the christological 
differences that articulate a 
distinct Armenian understanding 
of the Incarnation and a unique 
defense of images also suggest 
divergent understandings of the 
idea of nature, as well as of related 
concepts central to any ecotheology.



ECUMENICAL TRENDS                                                        17/45                                                               MARCH/APRIL 2021

FORMED ANEW, from page 16

4. In the Spring of 2020, the Krikor and Clara Zohrab Information 
Center, a library and presentation space attached to the Eastern 
Diocese of the Armenian Church in America (where I previously 
served as Director), hosted a series of conversations on the topic 
of the environment, which brought together several distinguished 
voices to collaborate in pursuing this effort.

5. John Chryssavgis, “A New Heaven and a New Earth: 
Orthodox Christian Insights from Theology, Spirituality, and the 
Sacraments,” in Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox 
Christian Perspectives on Environment, Nature, and Creation, 
eds. John Chryssavgis and Bruce V. Foltz (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2013), 156.

6. Abraham Terian, “Mandakuni’s ‘Encyclical’ on Fasting,” St. 
Nersess Theological Review 13 (2008): 201.

7. The description of the treatise comes from Terian, “Mandakuni’s 
‘Encyclical’ on Fasting,” 203. However, Terian’s article does not 
translate the full text of Mandakuni’s treatise, which can be found 
in Karapet Tēr-Mkrtchʿian, “A Treatise by Hovhan Mandakuni: 
On Love and Sanctity Whereby Creatures Prosper” [Մատեան 
Յովհաննո Մանդակունւոյ. Յաղագը սիրոյ եւ սրբութեան 
պտղաբէրին արարածք], Ararat XXXVI (1903): 564-75, 662-
72. The quotation is from Karapet Tēr-Mkrtchʿian, “A Treatise by 
Hovhan Mandakuni: On Love and Sanctity Whereby Creatures 
Prosper,” 566, and is translated by the author.

8. John of Damascus, On the Divine Images: Three Apologies 
Against Those Who Attack the Divine Images, trans. David 
Anderson (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1980).

9. For an early Armenian defense of the use of icons and images 
by a near-contemporary of St. John of Damascus, see Vrtʿanēs 
Kʿertʿogh, “Haghags Patkeramarticʿ [Against the Iconoclasts], in 
Matenagirkʿ Hayotsʿ Volume III (Antelias, Lebanon: Armenian 
Catholicosate of Cilicia, 2004): 493-500.

10. The statement under consideration can be found in Stepʿanos 
Siwnetsʿi, “Stepʿanosi Siwneatsʿ Ebiskoposi, Metsi Imastasiri, 
Pataskhani Tʿghtʿoyn Antiokʿu Episkoposi, Zor Vasn Havatoy 
Krealn Ēr” [Stepanos Bishop of Siwnik, The Great Philosopher, 
In Answer to the Letter of the Bishop of Antioch, Which Was 
Written Concerning Faith], in Matenagirkʿ Hayotsʿ Volume VI 
(Antelias, Lebanon, Armenian Catholicosate of Cilicia, 2007): 
546-55.

11. For some of the major statements of basic theological agree-
ment between the Eastern Orthodox and the Oriental Orthodox 
Churches on the Christology, see Paulos Mar Gregorios, William 
H. Lazareth, and Nikos A. Nissiotis, eds., Does Chalcedon 
Divide or Unite? Towards Convergence in Orthodox Christology 
(Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1981).

12. In a forthcoming chapter, I develop in detail the potential 
philosophical and theoretical implications for taking Armenian 
Christology seriously in contemporary discussions of materiali-
ty. See Christopher Sheklian, “‘Without Confusion and Without 
Division’: Armenian Christology and Materiality” in Material 
Objects and Armenian Studies, eds. Dzovinar Derderian and 
Marie-Aude Baronian (forthcoming). 

13. Pope Francis I, Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ of the Holy 
Father Francis: On Care for our Common Home (Vatican City, 
Vatican Press, 2015).

seriously hinder a response that must for the sake of our 
survival be truly ecumenical in its scope. Ecumenical at-
tention to creation arises in the first place because we all, 
from the various vantage points of our traditions, see the 
pressing, common need to address how we humans comport 
ourselves in God’s creation and how we must change our 
behavior for the sake of that creation’s integrity.

Whether we ground such an ecumenical ecotheology in 
practice, in doctrine, or in some combination of elements, 
I believe it is the privilege and the responsibility of every 
Christian tradition to contribute what it can. Each offers 
something unique, a different way of responding to the 
beauty of God’s creation. It is in such a spirit that I have 
sketched the beginnings an Armenian Christian ecological 
theology, one from which I hope others both within and  
beyond the Armenian Church will take inspiration. 

Notes:

1. Known in Armenian as St. Nersess Shnorhali, he lived from 
1102-1173 and was Catholicos of All Armenians, the head of 
the autocephalous Armenian Church (often called the Armenian 
Apostolic Church or the Gregorian Church after its founder and 
first Catholicos) from 1166-1173. In addition to being a prolific 
hymnographer, he wrote important works such as the Universal 
Letter and The Lament for the Fall of Edessa, and he made seri-
ous efforts towards ecumenical reconciliation with both the Latin 
and Byzantine ecclesial hierarchy. This translation of the opening 
lines of the hymn Norasdeghdzyal is a draft translation by Bishop 
Daniel Findikyan, used with permission. 

2. This numerological principle of eight as renewal, found in other  
Christian traditions as well, organizes the Armenian liturgical cal-
endar. A modal system reminiscent of the Byzantine Octoechos 
not only prescribes the music of the Armenian system, but corre-
sponds to days, with each of the eight modes rotating day by day. 
Pasting the eight modes over a seven-day week ensures that each 
new week begins with a different mode, encoding this “repetition 
with difference,” this renewal, into the very fabric of Armenian 
liturgical time. 

3. Vigen Guroian, “Cleansers of the Whole Earth: The Ecological 
Spirituality of the Armenian Church,” Greek Orthodox Theological 
Review 36 (1991): 263-76.
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If we are to speak meaningfully about ecological injustice, 
we must not neglect the role of white supremacy, as well 
as that of its theological undergirding, in generating 

and perpetuating this injustice. There can be no adequate 
Christian ecumenical response to ecological degradation 
that does not reckon with these entanglements. 

Growing up in a middle-class Black neighborhood 
on the west side of Dayton, Ohio, where (perhaps by no 
accident) most of the factories were located, my father used 
to joke that if we wanted to ensure that we could trust the 
water, we needed to live in an integrated – that is, white 
– neighborhood. As I came into adulthood, I realized that 
he was not joking at all, or at least that there was a searing 
truth told in the midst of his jest. Nothing in recent years has 
brought my father’s truthful point home for me more than 
the ongoing Flint, Michigan water crisis, where the lead 
problem greatly and disproportionately impacts the poor 
communities of Flint, which were and are disproportionately 
composed of people of color. During the time that I spent in 
Flint, the people in these impacted neighborhoods reported 
to me and to others that the city considered them, and I 
quote, “useless eaters.” Thus they were left defenseless, 
with little institutional interest in their predicament, as toxic 
water flowed through their lead pipes into their homes and 
places of work. 

Seven years after it began, the Flint water crisis remains 
unresolved, its long-term impact on the health and future 
of communities of color in particular still unknown. But 
today, this enduring crisis has been overshadowed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which has laid bare for us in this 
country what the people of Flint already knew: that there is 
another ongoing but often-ignored pandemic in the country, 
the pandemic of white supremacy, which manifests itself 
in the many institutionalized realities of racial inequity and 
anti-Blackness. Nor are these two pandemics separable: 
white supremacy has infected both the crisis of COVID-19 
itself as well as the faltering response over the last year, 
with the result that Black and Latinx Americans continue 
to be almost three times as likely to get COVID as their 
white counterparts, and Black Americans almost two and a 
half times as likely to die of COVID than white Americans. 
These statistics are no more a matter of random chance 
than the trust that my father placed in the water sources of 
“integrated” neighborhoods and not in the water sources of 
overwhelmingly Black neighborhoods.

Where COVID is concerned, we have heard over and 
over again that these asymmetries are related to the excess 

of preexisting co-morbidities as well as the disproportionate 
representation of blue-collar “essential workers” within 
communities of color. What is not made as clear is that 
these co-morbidities have resulted from the reality that 
while, perhaps, people of color are considered essential 
workers, they are not considered essential human beings. 
Various studies show that African-Americans are more 
likely to live near industrial facilities that pollute the air 
and water and erode the quality of life; indeed, corporations 
place (and governments permit) polluting facilities like 
landfills, power plants, truck depots, and the like, in Black 
and Latinx communities in far greater quantity than they 
do in mixed or white communities. Race, of course, is not 
the only factor in this asymmetry; poorer people generally 
experience more pollution than wealthier people and have 
fewer means for resisting industrial development. Yet, for 
Blacks in particular, race trumps income, such that middle-

continued on page 19

Environmental Injustice, White Supremacy, and 
the Summons of God’s Future

By Kelly Brown Douglas

These statistics are no more a 
matter of random chance than 
the trust that my father placed in 
the water sources of “integrated” 
neighborhoods and not in the  
water sources of overwhelmingly 
Black neighborhoods.
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starting point not only for understanding the impact of 
ecological injustice (as a failure to care for creation and 
for our downtrodden neighbor), but also the starting point 
for understanding what ecological justice would look like. 
That is, the fact that Jesus was crucified indicates, first, his 
own uncompromising solidarity with the crucified classes 
of people of his day, and second, that the way to a more 
just future, the future that God promises us all, which we 
may call the Beloved Community or the Kingdom of God, 
starts always with placing those who are on the underside of 
injustice at the center of our life and love – as the crucified 
Christ is at the center of our faith, in spite of all our divisions 
in articulating and living that faith. The way to God’s future 
starts with prophetic attention to the places where people 
are trapped in crucifying realities. 

Hence, in order even to begin to unravel the realities of 
ecological injustice, which is nothing less than sin, we must 
begin in the crucifying realities, and in order to understand 
what creation care really looks like, we must begin with 
those people who have been trapped in the realities where 
there is no care. When they begin to say that their eyes see 
justice in the land, when they begin to recognize that their 
environment nurtures life rather than death, then and only 
then we will know that we are moving on the arc that bends, 
if you will, toward ecological justice.

We have failed to till the ground upon which our 
common – yet unequal – life takes place, and hence we 
have failed to join God in mending the earth from all that is 
an anathema to life. We have failed to partner with God in 
moving toward the future that God has promised us all, the 
future of a just and peaceful earth for all God’s creatures. 
There is no clearer indication of this failure than the realities 
that COVID-19 has laid bare for us all. And so it is that 
there can be no adequate conversation at the intersection 
of ecology and ecumenicity, there can be no conversation 
about cultivating a just earth together, without recognizing 
the intersecting realities of sin where white supremacy 
shapes ecological injustice. 

class Blacks experience higher levels of pollution than even 
lower-income white Americans. Because of this, more than 
half of the nine million persons living near hazardous waste 
sites are people of color – hugely out of proportion with 
population ratios more generally. 78% of Black Americans 
live within thirty miles of a coal plant, a recipe for respiratory 
health complications; Black Americans are three times more 
likely to die from exposure to air pollutants than their white 
counterparts. Furthermore, one in six Black children suffer 
from asthma, compared with a national average of one in 
ten, and Latinx children are two and a half times more likely 
than their white counterparts to develop asthma. 

And so, COVID has laid bare the inextricable ties 
between environmental injustice and the sin of white 
supremacy. It is no accident, in other words, that Black 
Americans and Latinx Americans are more likely to 
develop complications from COVID than white Americans. 
It is, rather, the toxic mix of white supremacist systems and 
structures that determine which human beings will benefit 
and which will suffer as a result of environmental inequities. 
Moreover, undergirding both white supremacist logic and 
the environmental injustice that results from it is a theology 
of domination that impacts all creation – and again, impacts 
some parts of that creation more than others. 

This is the point at which a specifically ecumenical 
conversation can intervene in the entangled crises of racial, 
environmental, and indeed medical injustice. Recognizing 
that Christian faith traditions all affirm an Incarnation at 
their center, and more than that, affirm a crucified savior, 
we have an opportunity to understand the realities of 
ecological injustice through a shared vocabulary and logic, 
that is, as a failure of care for creation exacerbated by 
our sinful complicity in the victimization of the poor and 
marginalized. The fact that a crucified savior is indeed at 
the center of our Christian faith traditions calls us to attend 
to the crucified realities of our own time; this can be the 

Moreover, undergirding both 
white supremacist logic and the 
environmental injustice that results 
from it is a theology of domination 
that impacts all creation – and 
again, impacts some parts of that 
creation more than others.

The way to God’s future starts  
with prophetic attention to the 
places where people are trapped  
in crucifying realities.
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“In the time of the judges, there  
was a famine in the land…” 

-Ruth 1:1

The entangled crises of environmental collapse and 
political turmoil led to the displacement of Naomi, 
Ruth, and their families. What might their story – and 

the stories of the unprecedented number of people displaced 
by our triple pandemic of COVID-19, racism, and environ-
mental degradation – reveal about the call to our prophetic 
communities?

I enter into this conversation as a preacher, a homile-
tician, with a particular interest in migration narratives in 
Scripture and in people’s lives. I also enter this conversation 
with a perspective of multiple belongings. I am a US citi-
zen and an immigrant, originally from Guatemala. I identify 
both as Lutheran (I am ordained in the ELCA) and Jewish. I 
always say that I would never be able to choose between my 
grandmothers – my mother’s side of my family was Jewish 
and my father’s was Lutheran.

At the time that we came together for the “Ecology and 
Ecumenicity” panel in September 2020, we were at the be-
ginning of the Jewish High Holidays, about to begin the 
celebration of Rosh Hashanah, the new year. Being atten-
tive to the broader cosmos (to the movement of the moon 
specifically, in terms of the Jewish calendar) our religious 
traditions heed the Psalmist who invited us “to count our 
days that we may grow a wise heart” (Psalm 90:12). We are 
indeed wise to count the days as we face a growing urgency 
over the wellbeing of our planet.

But wisdom comes by attending not only to the univer-
sal – the cosmic – but also to the particular. Willy Barreno, 
a native Guatemalan shaman, uses the image of ants and 
sugar to speak plainly about migration, in an interview with 
filmmaker Luis Argueta: 

Barreno: Ants have a way of finding where there’s sugar. 
The sugar used to be here in our community, but it was 
taken away to other lands and called “wealth.”

Argueta: What about those who want to build walls built 
to stop the ants from following the sugar?

Barreno: Sure, but they won’t be able to stop them. Ants 
can scale any wall or tunnel beneath it. Ants don’t focus 
on the barriers ahead, but only on their goal: to find sug-
ar. Then they send the sugar back home through Western 
Union and Moneygram!1

On Wednesday, September 9, 2020, a week before our 
colloquium, those of us who live in the San Francisco Bay 
Area woke up to what some referred to as a “nuclear win-

ter.” Due to an unprecedented number of wildfires through-
out the western United States, the skies were a foreboding 
red throughout the day. The images of that day became a 
powerful symbol of the broader climate crisis we are fac-
ing. The eeriness of the sky reminded me of another time 
of crisis: the morning following the devastating earthquake 
of February 4, 1976, in my native Guatemala. The devasta-
tion of the earthquake – which destroyed a third of the cap-
ital city and claimed over 24,000 lives – triggered a period 
of great dislocation and mobility. While I was only a child 
then, I believe that this event was a key factor that led to my 

continued on page 21

Narratives of Courage in Apocalyptic Times
By David Vásquez-Levy

Being attentive to the broader 
cosmos (to the movement of the 
moon specifically, in terms of the 
Jewish calendar) our religious 
traditions heed the Psalmist who 
invited us “to count our days  
that we may grow a wise heart” 
(Psalm 90:12). We are indeed wise 
to count the days as we face a 
growing urgency over the wellbeing 
of our planet.



ECUMENICAL TRENDS                                                                     21/49                                                                MARCH/APRIL 2021

NARRATIVES OF COURAGE IN APOCALYPTIC TIMES, from page 20

continued on page 22

by Brian John Hoskins at Imperial College London states: 
“There is evidence that the 2007−2010 drought contribut-
ed to the conflict in Syria. It was the worst drought in the 
instrumental record, causing widespread crop failure and a 
mass migration of farming families to urban centers.”2 This 
study goes on to connect the human impact on the environ-
ment, combined with a failure of leadership, to the dislo-
cation and unrest that has since devastated the country and 
destabilized the region. The crisis in Syria could soon be 
replicated in many regions around the globe, as we witness 
elsewhere the acceleration of political collapse combined 
with catastrophic changes in climate that destabilize exist-
ing modes of habitation.

This is not new in many ways. Reverend John McCullough,  
former President and CEO of Church World Service, speak-
ing before a Senate taskforce on migration, stated very suc-
cinctly: “There has never been a time in history in which 
significant numbers of people have not been on the move. 
What is different today is the number who are forcibly dis-
placed – more than 70 million people worldwide, the high-
est figure since World War II – and the growing number who 
are affected by climate change.”3 People have been on the 
move throughout all of human history, motivated by either 
a push or a pull – something that pushes them out of their 
environment or attracts them as a promise. What is different 
today, as Rev. McCullough highlights, is the sheer number 
of those who are forcibly displaced.

The prevalence of migration in human history is one of  
the reasons that most religious traditions capture stories 
of migration in their sacred texts. In fact, I would argue 
that most of the stories in both the Hebrew Bible and the 
Christian Scriptures speak to the realities of migration. 
Virtually every biblical story is about somebody who is  
either pursuing a dream, a call, or a promise, or else leav-
ing enslavement, leaving a situation that is untenable, and 
pursuing something different. Something about being “on 
the move” opens people to the Divine, and humans have 
captured those moments in stories – stories that inform our 
understanding of what is truly essential. Those stories can 

own migration later in life, and to the migration of many 
others as well.

On that same day when extreme dry weather was caus-
ing fiery devastation and a blood red-sky around my home 
in California, I spoke with my mother about the contrasting 
reality of cataclysmic rain in Guatemala. Guatemala has 
been devastated by the worst Atlantic hurricane season on 
record – a reality captured by the need to turn to the Greek 
alphabet in naming the storms. “La pita siempre se rompe 
donde esta más delgada,” my mother said on the phone. 
Loosely translated as “the thread breaks at its most vulner-
able spot,” she used this proverb to lament the way that the 
communities most disenfranchised by economic and racial 
inequality are bearing the brunt of an environmental crisis 
– a crisis which itself is compounded by the impact of a 
global pandemic and the failure of political leadership. 

The combination of environmental crisis and political 
failure make me think of the beginning of the book of Ruth 
in the Hebrew Bible. The book begins with the following 
phrase, “In the time of the judges, there was a famine in the 
land” (Ruth 1:1). The line seems like a throwaway phrase, 
but we do well to focus on it for a moment. The phrase, “in 
the time of the judges,” picks up on the last verse of the 
book of Judges, which is placed right before the book of 
Ruth in the way Christians organize the canon (the book 
is placed later, as part of Kethubim, the Writings, in the 
Hebrew Bible). The last verse of the book of Judges reads: 
“In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did 
what was right in their own eyes” (Judges 21:25). In other 
words, the author of the book of Ruth is using this phrase as 
shorthand for the political collapse, the failure of leadership, 
that marked the end of the period before the monarchy. In 
a simple two-part phrase, the twin forces of political crisis 
(ineffective leadership that led to everyone doing “what was 
right in their own eyes”) and environmental crisis (a famine 
in the land) set the stage for the book’s story of displace-
ment and migration. This brief introduction would have 
provided its original hearers with the necessary context to 
understand why the family of Naomi and Elimelech would 
do the unthinkable and migrate to Moab. With its associa-
tion with Sodom and its inhabitants’ unwillingness to allow 
Moses and his people to cross their territory on their journey 
to the Promised Land, Moab stood in for precisely the type 
of place an Israelite was to avoid at all cost.

The author of the book of Ruth masterfully ties the twin 
forces of political failure and environmental crisis with the 
realities of forced migration. To take a more contemporary 
example, consider the refugee crisis in Syria – which re-
mains a deeply troubling crisis, even though it has by and 
large left the headlines of Western media. While it is not  
always understood in this way, the situation in Syria began 
as the story of Ruth did, with a famine. A 2015 study edited 

The author of the book of Ruth 
masterfully ties the twin forces of 
political failure and environmental 
crisis with the realities of forced 
migration.



MARCH/APRIL 2021                                                                   22/50                                             ECUMENICAL TRENDS

NARRATIVES OF COURAGE IN APOCALYPTIC TIMES, from page 21

continued on page 23

unprecedented times. I have been struck repeatedly over the 
last year, even before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
by the frequency with which our moment is described with 
the use of the word apocalyptic. Back in November of 2019, 
which now seems like an eternity ago, I participated in the 
Institute for the Future (IFTF) Annual Ten-Year Forecast 
Summit. IFTF is a Silicon Valley organization that prepares 
ten-year forecasts around everything from particular indus-
tries to economy, education to health, etc. At their annual 
summit, they bring together people who have worked on 
all the various forecasts over the year to imagine what the 
decade ahead may bring, and where challenges and oppor-
tunities may lie. Even though this took place well before the 
pandemic, I noticed that several of the presenters (from a 
wide range of disciplines) kept using the word apocalyptic 
to refer to the projections they envisioned around the envi-
ronment, economy, migration, and so forth. It was clear in 
that gathering that the presenters felt that we were entering 
a time not unlike the one captured at the beginning of the 
book of Ruth: “in the time of the judges, there was a famine 
in the land.”

More striking still is the fact that this was not a religious 
gathering; in fact, I was one of only a couple of specifical-
ly identified religious leaders in the group. So I pondered 
about the deeper meaning of the word apocalyptic. While 
most people in that gathering, and in popular culture, un-
derstand the word as referring to cataclysm or destruction, 
I was more aware of its meaning as “revelation” (from the 
Greek root apokaluptein, to uncover). The forecasts pre-
sented at that annual IFTF Summit were certainly revelato-
ry about the challenges we are facing; yet apocalyptic times 
are also times in which faith communities in particular are 
encouraged to be attentive to what else is being “revealed.” 
We are indeed living through an apocalyptic time: the cur-
tain is being drawn back, exposing the inequalities that 
devastate many of our communities and the polarization 
that divides us. But what is also being revealed is the pos-
sibility of a different way of being. Our growing impact on 

speak powerfully to us in the midst of our reckoning with 
this time of pandemic, economic collapse, and deeply racist 
social inequalities. 

If we read the book of Ruth as a story of forced migra-
tion, we can become more attuned to the way the story deals 
with the realities of migratory existence as well as with the 
age-old stereotypes about immigrants – fear, vulnerability, 
relationships to work, assimilation into new cultures, and 
so forth. This reading can also challenge us to follow the 
example of the sacred text, inviting us to be attentive to the 
way environmental and political crisis impact the most vul-
nerable. Ruth and Naomi, widowed and living in turn as for-
eigners in each other’s lands, are truly among the most vul-
nerable. That does not mean, however, that they are without 
agency. Their well-being – and in turn the well-being of the 
nation – turns on their ability to bring about hope and trans-
formation under deeply trying circumstances. 

The book of Ruth and the book of Esther are often 
viewed as counter-narratives to the xenophobic language 
of the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, which (among other 
things) call on the Israelites in the post-exilic period to di-
vorce their foreign wives (Ezra 9-10 and Nehemiah 13). 
Ezra and Nehemiah capture a sense, not unfamiliar to our 
own time, that in moments of crisis and change we must  
return to some imagined purity of the past – by building 
walls, drumming up fear of those who are on the move, 
even forcing the separation of families. While the book of 
Ruth is set in an earlier period, at least portions were writ-
ten the post-exilic period, particularly the late addition of a 
genealogy that indicates Ruth – a foreigner – would become 
the grandmother of King David. The book of Ruth becomes 
a response to the idea of exclusion, providing an alternative 
vision of how we may engage with those who are on the 
move and raising the possibility that it is in our encounter 
with others that we may find a more compelling future for 
ourselves.

All of us who took part in the “Ecology and Ecumenicity” 
colloquium are keenly aware that we are living through  

Something about being “on the 
move” opens people to the Divine, 
and humans have captured those 
moments in stories – stories that 
inform our understanding of what  
is truly essential.

I have been struck repeatedly over 
the last year, even before the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, by the 
frequency with which our moment 
is described with the use of the  
word apocalyptic.
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The particular is capable of the universal. The anguished 
cry of “I can’t breathe” has become a resonant metaphor, 
not for the dying breath of one man alone, but for the many 
who are suffocating beneath the pressures of racism and its 
structural inequities. These words speak powerfully also to 
the millions affected by a pandemic that restricts the body’s 
capacity to breathe and our social ability to live in commu-
nity. They even speak to our planet’s inability to breathe be-
cause of the ways we have treated it, devastating the oceans 
and rainforests and undermining their capacity to sustain 
our climate. George Floyd’s dying words have become a 
rallying cry for the global movement calling for change and 
justice. In this apocalyptic time, his voice is joined with the 
voices of all creation, which moans for redemption, calling 
us to join with each suffering other and ultimately with the 
one whose very breath brought the whole world into being.

This is indeed an apocalyptic time… a time of reve-
lation.

Notes:

1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBVLhTZA3mk. 

2. https://www.pnas.org/content/112/11/3241. 

3. From testimony before the US Senate, on September 24, 2019: 
“Protection for climate-displaced persons and the role of the 
United States in promoting climate resilience abroad.”

the environment is revealing our deep interconnectedness 
with one another, so that we can no longer escape the reality 
that, as Martin Luther King Jr. observed in his Letter from 
Birmingham Jail, we “are caught in an inescapable network 
of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” 

It is inexcusable not to see this deep mutual connec-
tion to one another and our planet. Yet, given the severe 
divisions in our world, it is regrettably very possible and 
persistently commonplace that we will refuse to see. Being 
able to perceive our connections with one another and the 
planet is a spiritual task. It is essential that, as faith commu-
nities engaged in ecumenical conversations, we seek ways 
to recover the ways our traditions, rituals, and stories help 
to make those connections explicit and tangible. I think that 
a good place to start is with the richly textured immigrant 
stories, like the story of Ruth, that make up the texts called 
sacred by all of us who identify as Christians. Just as the 
book of Ruth functions as a counter-narrative to arguments 
for exclusion within biblical literature, it can also function 
as a counter-narrative to a world that is structured and pow-
ered by the fear of otherness.

In the face of uncertainty and dislocation following the 
exile, many turned to the narrative of exclusion captured 
in Ezra and Nehemiah. This has also been the case in the 
history of the United States at many periods of uncertainty,  
not only during our current moment. The combination of 
pandemic, protest, polarization, and pollution makes us 
deeply aware of our vulnerability and the vulnerability of 
our planet. This awareness, combined with growing dis-
placement around the world from political instability and 
environmental crises, threatens the very fabric of our com-
munities. Will exclusion be our answer as well? The crit-
ical role of our faith communities is to offer what Walter 
Brueggeman articulates as the task of the prophet: to offer 
a viable, alternative vision. The book of Ruth offers such a  
viable, alternative vision of hospitality rather than exclusion.

The book of Ruth embodies a counter-narrative within 
its very structure, as it tells a story of reversals. The story 
begins in famine, but it ends in harvest. It begins with death, 
but it ends in the birth of a child. It begins with fear of the 
other, but it ends in recognizing interdependence and shared 
humanity. In the particularity of the plight and agency of a 
displaced woman, it speaks profoundly today to religious 
communities confronted with the reality of those 70 million 
displaced people globally; the narrative does not deny or 
minimize the reality of migrants’ deep pain and loss, but 
rather reflects the incredible faith and courage that they 
bring with them to the communities into which they go. If 
we listen closely, however, the book also speaks to the uni-
versal reality that, ultimately, we are all people on the move. 
As the author of Hebrews puts it, we are “foreigners and 
strangers on earth” (Hebrews 11:13).

Being able to perceive our 
connections with one another  
and the planet is a spiritual task.  
It is essential that, as faith 
communities engaged in ecumenical 
conversations, we seek ways to 
recover the ways our traditions, 
rituals, and stories help to make 
those connections explicit and 
tangible.
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Introduction

In an address to the plenary gathering of the WCC’s 
Faith and Order Commission at Crete in 2009, long-
time Church of England ecumenist and former Faith 

and Order moderator Mary Tanner spoke about the vocation 
of the Commission. “You are to be,” she said, “both ‘the 
conscience and handmaid’ of the fellowship of churches 
that is the World Council of Churches.”1 It is an intriguing 
claim. “Faith and Order” is the branch of the ecumenical tree 
that seeks to mend issues of belief (faith) and organization 
(order) that keep the churches divided. Tanner suggests 
that, in so doing, the Commission embodies the imperative 
to ensure the theological integrity of the WCC while also 
finding ways to help the other branches bear fruit. This 
charge challenges the oft-repeated claim that “Faith and 
Order” spins its theology in an ivory tower, while the rest 
of the Council’s commissions attend to the critical issues 
facing the world. She reminds ecumenists that the branches 
of the tree need one another, and she dares Faith and Order 
to do its work with that mandate.

These two most recent Faith and Order papers that I 
will introduce here represent a new attempt to take up Mary 
Tanner’s challenge. My purpose is to set the papers in the 
context of the current Faith and Order Commission and 
its work, to describe the process of their preparation and 
approval, and to suggest briefly what we hope these texts 
might accomplish.

Background and Context of the Papers

To grasp the purpose and content of these two papers, it may 
be helpful to know the Faith and Order work that immediately 
preceded their preparation. In 2015, the Faith and Order 
Commission had been newly restructured into one body, of 
about fifty members, who together undertake the work of 
both the previous small “Standing” Commission, which did 
most of the actual program work, and the large “Plenary” 
Commission of over one hundred members, in which the 
program work was presented and polished. As of 2015, 
every commissioner is expected to participate in initiating 
and implementing the program, debating theologically, and 
sharing the fruits of the Commission’s work. Furthermore, 
the Commission, like the rest of the WCC, is to commit 
itself to “fellowship, consensus, and common witness”2 in 
its work. No voting! As a new member of the Commission, 
I found it exhilarating, and a bit daunting, to realize I would 

share deeply in shaping the agenda and the work that this 
group would produce.

After discerning the Commission’s tasks together, three 
study groups emerged: one to consider the responses of 
churches and other bodies to the consensus text, The Church: 
Towards a Common Vision; one to further the work begun 
by the study text, Moral Discernment in the Churches; and 
one to reflect on the Message to the churches of the Tenth 
Assembly of the WCC at Busan in 2013, “The Churches on 
a Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace.” Jaeshik Shin, a minister 
and theologian of the Presbyterian Church in Korea, and I, 
a United Church of Canada minister and professor, were 
named co-convenors of the “Pilgrimage” group. Members 
of this group were commissioners who shared a desire that 
Faith and Order respond, from within its mandate, to the 
Busan call for the churches to “walk together.” Seventeen 
commissioners, from Africa, Asia, Europe, and North and 
South America, began to work on shaping a “faith and 
order” response to this pilgrimage call. Our first paper was 
“Come and See: A Theological Invitation to the Pilgrimage 
of Justice and Peace,”3 which the Commission approved 
by consensus at its 2017 meeting held near Pretoria, South 
Africa. 

“Come and See” begins by asking if “walking and acting 
together” might “impel the churches to seek more urgently 
for ways to resolve their ecclesiological differences.”4 
Through examining biblical, historical, and theological 
perspectives, the paper, not surprisingly, responds to its 
rhetorical question with an unequivocal “Yes!”5 It argues 
that a theology of “pilgrimage” calls for a “dynamic vision 
of the church,” where acting and seeking unity in faith 
cannot be separated. The text includes a brief exploration 
of how we might speak theologically together about justice 

continued on page 25
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of Justice for and within Creation.” I admit that while 
the act of producing documents is endlessly fascinating 
to those involved, it may not thrill outsiders! However, 
some comments on the development of these papers may 
be useful, to understand the final products and to elucidate 
the ecumenical processes involved. I will discuss briefly 
how the diversity of contexts and of traditions the drafters 
brought to the work, along with a rigorous consensus-
seeking commitment, helped shape the final approved texts.

Both our papers were deeply marked by the many global 
contexts the drafters represented. Commissioners from Asia 
and Africa made up about two-thirds of the membership of 
this group. With “Love and Witness,” as we rehearsed the 
history of Christianity religious plurality, we realized how 
blithely the “typical” Western narrative of Christian history  
has ignored the deep and sustained ninth-century Arabic 
Christian dialogue with Islam, and how it has glossed over 
early Jesuit-Confucian conversations in China.11 We also 
reminded each other of the need to name the many ways 
church leaders and members through history had betrayed 
the Gospel in their dealings with non-Christians (raising 
the perennially difficult question for ecumenical dialogue: 
“Can the church sin?”).

The geographical diversity of the subgroup highlighted 
the fact that while most Christians live with religious 
plurality, our experience of it differs widely. This is not 
news; as early as its first assembly in 1948 the WCC asserted: 
“Nations in which professing Christians are in the majority, 
nations in which the Church represents only a few percent 
of the population, nations in which the church lives under 
a hostile and oppressive government offer very different 
problems for the Church.”12 The intervening decades have 
only brought more complexity. As Christians living at 
various points along this “continuum,” we recognized there 
“cannot be a single neutral standard way to regard people of 
other religious traditions.”13

The issue of justice for creation highlighted even more 
pointedly the divisions created by our differing contexts, 
as “Cultivate and Care” notes: “If we regard the churches 
in their national and geographical contexts, dilemmas and 
divisive issues come to the fore.”14 While some Christians 
recognize the perils largely as serious scientific warnings 
about a warming planet, others, including members of the 
subgroup, already experience the degradation of creation, 
leading them and their neighbours to displacement, forced 
migration, and poverty. The imperative for Christian unity 
becomes, in “Cultivate and Care,” not only a Johannine  
ideal but also an urgent demand for collective repentance  
and redemption.

and peace. It gives as examples the “justice” that would 
bring us to a “more sustainable world” and the “peace” we 
seek to practice in the context of living the gospel of Jesus 
Christ in a religiously plural world.6 When she introduced 
“Come and See” to a meeting of the Commission on World 
Mission and Evangelism, Faith and Order moderator Susan 
Durber said the text “exemplifies a new way of working for 
Faith and Order. Do not fear theological discussion at the 
deepest levels,” she said. “If you stifle it, it will arise, and it 
is a necessary part of our journey into unity for mission.”7 

The Collaborative Process

The “Pilgrimage” study group intended from the outset to 
flesh out the investigations of justice and peace begun in 
“Come and See.” We did not seek to supplant the significant 
and ongoing study, advocacy, and educational work being 
done on interreligious dialogue and care for creation in many 
program areas of the WCC. Our two texts reference and 
engage with WCC documents. Rather, we wanted to apply a 
“faith and order” lens to these topics. Because the Faith and 
Order Commission is composed of official representatives 
of churches belonging to the main historical streams of 
Christianity, including the Roman Catholic Church, it is a 
“unique multilateral global forum of ecumenical theology.”8 
We wanted to set theological concerns at the heart of these 
issues to strengthen the work and the conversation. We 
sought to understand “what it means in an age of violence, 
ostensibly carried out in the name of religion, to be sent 
by Christ into religious and secular plurality with Christ’s 
peace.”9 And we wanted to explore more deeply how “the 
churches’ journey toward visible unity must include a 
sustained dialogue with a theology for justice for and within 
creation.”10

In 2017, therefore, we divided into two subgroups, and 
spent two years preparing “Love and Witness: Proclaiming 
the Peace of the Lord Jesus Christ in a Religiously Plural 
World,” and “Cultivate and Care: An Ecumenical Theology 

Because the Faith and Order 
Commission is composed of 
official representatives of churches 
belonging to the main historical 
streams of Christianity, including 
the Roman Catholic Church, it is a 
“unique multilateral global forum 
of ecumenical theology.”
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The splendid diversity of Christian traditions represented 
in the Faith and Order Commission both challenged and 
enriched the work of producing these papers. “Cultivate and 
Care” benefits, not surprisingly, from robust interchurch 
commitments to address climate issues as faith concerns.15 
However, Orthodox subgroup members helped us to 
appreciate more deeply the role of early Christian ascetic 
traditions, such as the writings of the Symeon the Stylite, in 
acknowledging the “falsity of consumerism” that helps fuel 
environmental degradation.16

Orthodox traditions also play a major role in “Love 
and Witness.” Our Orthodox members reminded us of 
the gifts that early Christian teachers (including Justin 
Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen) offer as they 
wrestle with a Christianity emerging into the pluralism 
of the Roman world.17 They also gave us early Christian 
language for responding to the contemporary challenges 
of Christians in various contexts of religious pluralism, 
highlighting the four dimensions of the Gospel: kerygma, 
diakonia, martyria, and leitourgia.18 These terms – once we 
all understood them! – helped us to offer differing responses 
to religious pluralism that are nonetheless connected to one 
another through the good news of Jesus Christ.

Seeking Consensus

From the initial drafting meetings of these texts to their 
presentation to the whole Commission for approval, we 
sought consensus. Every word and phrase needed to be 
acceptable to every member, and such labor demands trust. 
We built that trust, beginning in 2015, through patience 
and commitment, aided by the generous hospitality of 
the WCC and those who hosted us in annual face-to-face 
group gatherings and the biennial Commission meetings. 
We read our drafts aloud together, even during the plenary 
Commission meetings. Reading aloud bound us to one 
another, somehow, and made space for assessing what we 
had written. These texts represent an intellectual intimacy 
that can be a significant hallmark of ecumenical dialogue. 
As the group’s co-convenor Jaeshik Shin put it, the process 
“was a pilgrimage in itself” for the study group members.19

Conclusion

What do we hope for these two papers? Of course, as do 
all authors, we hope people will “take up and read.” We 
hope these texts will add value to the discussion of the 
topics they address, and perhaps provoke discussion – about 
what is in them, and what is missing. Personally, I hope 
they will demonstrate some ways that “faith and order” 
considerations can be the “conscience and handmaid” of the 
WCC and of other ecumenical collaborations. I hope they 
might prompt others to meet and form community across 
difference. Finally, I pray they might serve as bright little 
candles to cheer the way of those who persist in seeking the 
real and fruitful unity of the Body of Christ.

A PROCESS OF PILGRIMAGE, from page 25

continued on page 27

The geographical diversity of the 
subgroup highlighted the fact that 
while most Christians live with 
religious plurality, our experience  
of it differs widely.

These texts represent an intellectual 
intimacy that can be a significant 
hallmark of ecumenical dialogue. 
As the group’s co-convenor Jaeshik 
Shin put it, the process “was a 
pilgrimage in itself” for the study 
group members.

Editors’ Note

Like all numbered Faith and Order papers, “Cultivate and  
Care” and “Love and Witness” are available online:  
https://www.oikoumene.org/resources/publications/
cultivate-and-care ; https://www.oikoumene.org/resources/ 
publications/love-and-witness. The recording of the 
World Council of Churches’ webinar (18 February 2021) 
introducing and reflecting on these documents can also be 
viewed online: https://www.oikoumene.org/news/webinar- 
draws-insights-into-faith-and-order-papers-cultivate-
and-care-love-and-witness. 
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Province of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. 

From September 1 to October 4, the world’s 2.2 billion 
Christians observed the Season of Creation, as part 
of the fifth anniversary of Pope Francis’ encyclical 

Laudato Si’. Yet many Roman Catholics have hardly heard 
of this ecumenical and liturgical venture.

In its August 28, 2020 edition, the Boston Globe carried 
an Associated Press item stating that, on August 27, “Two 
authoritative religious bodies called on Christians to band 
together to fight ‘sins laid bare or aggravated by the pan-
demic, including racism and economic injustice’” (A3). For 
me, it is very surprising that the item did not call attention to 
the full title of the joint statement from the Vatican and the 
World Council of Churches (WCC): “Serving a Wounded 
World in Interreligious Solidarity.”1

When one juxtaposes the ten-year proposed future of 
the Season of Creation with the recent document “Serving 
a Wounded World in Interreligious Solidarity,” we see a 
remarkable convergence of Christianity’s outreach and its 
inner up-building. But this convergence also raises some 
troubling questions, which can be examined by first look-
ing at the statement “Serving a Wounded World” and subse-
quently at the “Season of Creation.”

Serving a Wounded World in Interreligious Solidarity

When Pope Francis and the Grand Iman of Al-Azhar, 
Ahmad Al-Tayyeb, published their “Document on Human 
Fraternity” during the pope’s visit to the United Arab 
Emirates (February 3-5, 2019), they stated: “The pluralism 
and the diversity of religions, color, sex, race and language 
are willed by God in His wisdom.”2 Yet there was an im-
mediate criticism by Roman Catholic Bishop Athanasius 
Schneider: “Christianity is the only God-willed religion.”3 
Many evangelical Protestants and some charismatic 
Catholics would probably agree with Bishop Schneider. As 
the editors of the national Jesuit magazine America wrote 
in their Spring 2019 literary issue: “The theological tension 
within the Catholic double tendency to evangelization on 
the one hand, and dialogue [with world religions] on the 
other, remains unsolved for most writers” (25). 

Although it does not go quite so far as the “Document 
on Human Fraternity,” “Serving a Wounded World” contin-
ues its remarkable progress about the positive value of the 
World’s religions – even as it has been met with similar crit-
icism from both Catholics and Protestants. It is significant, 
for instance, that the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) 
did not sign on to the statement (as it had for the 2011 
statement by the Vatican and WCC “Christian Witness in 

a Multi-Religious World”),4 even though WEA had joined 
in a creative effort with Humanitarian Islam in April 2020, 
“undertaking an ambitious joint effort to reshape how the 
world thinks about religion and to counter the threats of  
religious extremism and secular extremism.”5 

In my “Commentary on the Statement ‘Christian 
Witness in a Multi-Religious World,’” which Ecumenical 
Trends published in 2017, I noted the almost total silence 
in the Roman Catholic World about “Christian Witness in a 
Multi-Religious World”, in spite of the earlier document’s 
success in bringing together Witness, Unity, Dialogue, 
Justice-Peace-Integrity of Creation, and Spirituality.6  

“Serving a Wounded World” integrates these domains even 
more comprehensively and simply; it is written in easily un-
derstood language and its format can be reproduced simply 
and attractively. Did its authors feel that the 2011 “Christian 
Witness” statement was not presented in a sufficiently un-
derstandable way? The style of “Serving a Wounded World” 
is simpler than any Catholic document I have read. Jesus’ 
parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:24-37) is used re-
peatedly in the statement (as it anchors Pope Francis’ most 
recent encyclical Fratelli Tutti), and the role of the Holy 
Spirit comes out loud and strong. 

The authors speak of “a world wounded by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and by the scourge of religious in-

continued on page 29

Interreligious Solidarity and the Season of 
Creation: Serving a Wounded World Together
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INTERRELIGIOUS SOLIDARITY AND THE SEASON OF CREATION, from page 28

version, accepting the Good News of Jesus.”9 The Oblates 
are certainly not alone in this respect: a glance at the many 
Season of Creation websites makes it clear that several 
Roman Catholic communities of sisters have come aboard 
and contributed with a vengeance. This strikes me as just 
the beginning of what might be possible, as imagination 
of the Season and its fruits continues to spread. Indeed, 
might Ecumenical Trends be a place where all of us who are 
concerned about this remarkable convergence of Mission, 
Ecumenism, Interreligious Dialogue, JPIC, and Liturgy can 
ask questions and offer insights?

The Season of Creation instructions stress that each 
country, each culture, differs widely in its concern for 
the devastation humans have wrought on our planet. Yet, 
whichever Christian parishes observe the Sundays of the 
Season of Creation, from September 1 to October 4, would 
at least be listening to the same three Bible readings from 
the lectionary developed by the Second Vatican Council 
and later adapted by Protestant Churches as the Revised 
Common Lectionary. The basic similarity of these two lec-
tionaries has been called one of the ecumenical marvels  
resulting from the Second Vatican Council.10 It would be a 
great ecumenical and evangelical advance if all Christians 
were reflecting on the same Scripture readings at the same 
times over the three-year lectionary period.

But the postings on the internet for the Season of Creation 
are numerous, and some give three different Scripture read-
ings. So too, the Collect, Prayer over the Gifts, and Post-
Communion prayers differ widely. Remember the anger in 
the Latin Church over the new translation of our Collects in 
the third edition of the Roman Missal (2011)? This anger 
was partly due to the perception that the older Collects had 
more beauty, whereas the 2011 edition seemed to be stricter 
and too rigid. Now we face the opposite pole of the tension 
between unity and diversity: there is, perhaps, such a thing 
as too much variety and too much adaptation.

It is worth noting that Pope Francis’ encyclical Laudato 
Si’ is a very prominent part of the Season of Creation ma-
terials; a ten-year project has been sketched for the use of 
this encyclical in the Catholic Church and in ecumenical  
endeavors. Now halfway through this period, the pope has 
released a new encyclical, Fratelli Tutti, which “narrows 
the ecological scope of Laudato Si’ onto profound and 
pressing challenges of economic justice and interreligious 
peacebuilding.”11 Indeed, before the onset of the novel 
coronavirus pandemic, Pope Francis had planned to meet 
at Assisi on October 4, 2020 (the Feast of St. Francis) with 
young people from all over the world, to share ideas about 
how they might give a soul to the economy of tomorrow. 

tolerance, discrimination, racism, economic and ecological 
injustice and many other sins.” For many religious commu-
nities, these challenges are faced especially under the ae-
gis of JPIC: Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation. But 
this remarkable consensus statement goes further, seeking 
simultaneously to evangelize, without proselytism, and to 
respect other religions; its authors “rejoice that Christians, 
as well of people of all faiths and goodwill, are collabo-
rating to construct a culture of compassion.”7 The seven  
Recommendations (18-19) of “Serving the Wounded 
World” are urgent, and should be used in every seminary, 
every religious formation program, frequently in homilies, 
and in every meeting with members of other religions and 
people of good will. This is an essential statement for any 
Christian.

The Season of Creation and the Witness of Pope Francis

Patriarch Demetrios of Constantinople began a Day of 
Prayer for Creation for the Eastern Orthodox Church in 
1989. It was embraced by other major European Christian 
churches in 2001, and by Pope Francis for the Roman 
Catholic Church in 2015. The steering committee includes 
both the World Evangelical Alliance and the Lausanne 
Creation Care Network, from Evangelical Protestantism, in 
addition to Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and main-
line Protestant groups.8

When the superior general of the Oblates of Mary 
Immaculate sent out a request on August 22, 2020, for all 
members of the Oblate Family, both religious and lay, to 
observe the Season of Creation, along with “all our Friends 
and People of Good Will,” he emphasized that “The cry of 
the poor and the destruction of the environment go hand-
in-hand.” He also explained that he was not calling us to 
become “environmental watchdogs,” but rather that “At 
the heart of our mission to evangelize is the call to con-

The seven Recommendations 
(18-19) of “Serving the Wounded 
World” are urgent, and should 
be used in every seminary, every 
religious formation program, 
frequently in homilies, and in every 
meeting with members of other 
religions and people of good will.

continued on page 30
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continued on page 31

servatives to isolate extremists. And yet, as the authors of 
“Serving a Wounded World” state: “We are called to learn 
from each other in this time of crisis. We should also be 
open to what God can teach us through those from whom 
we least expect to learn anything (cf. Acts 11:1-18)” (15). 
Is it not reasonable to hope that fundamentalists in every 
community are being pushed by the coronavirus into mun-
dane but potentially fruitful contact with moderates?14 What 
might be possible when we help our neighbors – with whom 
we may vehemently disagree – not only with gifts of food 
or trips to the doctor, but with prayers and a listening ear?

At the end of his Christmas Greetings, Pope Francis 
asked the Curia to “continue to pray for me, so that I  
can have the courage to remain in crisis” (10). Dare we  
also pray with the pope to remain in crisis? If we  
continue to reflect on the statement “Serving a Wounded 
World,” and work to increase the vitality of the Season of 
Creation, we will indeed be able to continue in such a state 
of holy crisis.

Notes:

1. Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the World 
Council of Churches, “Serving a Wounded World in Interreligious 
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documents/papa-francesco_20190204_documento-fratellanza- 
umana.html ; accessed 28 February 2019.

3. Bishop Athanasius Schneider on Pope Francis Statement: 

If we want to understand Fratelli Tutti in light of the 
broader ecumenical, interreligious, and ecological chal-
lenges we face, it is invaluable to consider the Christmas 
Greetings given by Pope Francis to the Curia on December 
21, 2020. In this Christmas message, the pope explained 
how it was due to the COVID-19 crisis “at that difficult time 
that I was able to write Fratelli Tutti.” He then elaborated 
the Biblical concept of “crisis,” culminating in Jesus on the 
Cross and then extended in the Church: “Those who fail to 
view a crisis in the light of the Gospel simply perform an 
autopsy on a cadaver. They see the crisis, but not the hope 
and the light brought by the Gospel. … We have forgotten 
that the Gospel is the first to put us in crisis.” “Finally,” the 
pope continued, “I would urge you not to confuse crisis with 
conflict. They are two different things. Crisis generally has 
a positive outcome, whereas conflict always creates discord 
and competition.” He believes that the Church is “a body in 
continual crisis, precisely because she is alive.”12

We are indeed entering a new time, a time of fruitful 
crisis if we follow Pope Francis’ insights. The Holy Spirit 
is pulling us – perhaps dragging some of us – toward see-
ing all Christians as brothers and sisters in Christ, and all 
peoples as somehow related to Him and His Church. Or, as 
“Serving a Wounded World” puts it: “we as Christians can 
become partners in solidarity with all people of faith and 
good will” (8). Within Christianity, we are realizing that no 
one church has all the resources to do Christ’s will. Every 
denomination has something special from which others can 
learn and grow. Likewise, members of every religion are 
slowly growing aware that we must urgently work together  
and learn from one another’s perspectives if we are to less-
en our common planet’s devastation, amid the surging eco-
nomic and social injustices that we dare not tolerate or ex-
cuse. And although Fratelli Tutti may not seem to extend 
this recognition beyond communities of faith entirely, it is 
important to remember a crucial detail of the Parable of the 
Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), used by Pope Francis 
to anchor the encyclical: “One detail about the passers-by 
does stand out… not [to] be overlooked.” The priest and the 
Levite “were religious, devoted to the worship of God. … 
Paradoxically, those who claim to be unbelievers can some-
times put God’s will into practice better than believers.”13

Our differing Christian churches and broader communi-
ties have differing approaches to the wounded world we now 
face. These differences are both enriching and disturbing. 
The month of January 2021, for example, saw two deeply 
divisive events. The refusal of conservatives to disavow the 
breaching of the US Capitol by conservative-fundamental-
ists on January 6, and the refusal of liberals to disown those 
advocating partial birth abortion, as we observed following 
the Roe vs. Wade anniversary in late January, both illustrat-
ed the difficulty for moderate liberals and moderate con-

Every denomination has something 
special from which others can learn 
and grow. Likewise, members of 
every religion are slowly growing 
aware that we must urgently 
work together and learn from one 
another’s perspectives if we are 
to lessen our common planet’s 
devastation, amid the surging 
economic and social injustices that 
we dare not tolerate or excuse.
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10. Harry E. Winter, O.M.I., “Presbyterians Pioneer the Vatican 
II Sunday Lectionary,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 38. 2-3 
(2001): 127-50; see also the Presbyterian Call to Worship 38. 1 
(2004-2005), 37-54.

11. Aaron Hollander, “Homeward Bound: Ecology and 
Ecumenicity from Laudato Si’ to Fratelli Tutti,” Ecumenical 
Trends 50.2 (2021), 2. 

12. Pope Francis, “Christmas Greetings to the Roman Curia,” 21 
December 2020, §4-7.

13. Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti, §74. Chapter 2, §56-86, is entirely 
devoted to the parable.

14. For my thorough examination of the differences between 
Catholic, Evangelical/Charismatic, Neo-Orthodox/Vatican II,  
Fundamentalist and Liberal perspectives, see Dividing or 
Strengthening? Five Ways of Christianity (available at http://
www.harrywinter.org/Divide-Strengthening.htm; accessed 7 
January 2021). For more on the coronavirus and fundamental-
ism, see Harry E. Winter, OMI, “Corona Virus, Missionaries and 
Fundamentalism,” Occasional Papers on Mission (June 2020), 
available at http://www.harrywinter.org; also on the US Catholic 
Mission Association website, “Occasional Papers.”

https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2019/02/08/the-gift-of-fil-
ial-adoption/; accessed 31 August 2010.

4. My inquiry about why the WEA did not sign on to “Serving a 
Wounded World” (email to the Bishops Committee on Ecumenism 
and Interreligious Affairs, US Catholic Bishops Conference, 5 
September 2020) has gone unanswered.

5. Thomas John Hastings, “Noteworthy,” International Bulletin 
of Mission Research 44.4 (2020), 411. Also mentioned is the ex-
istence of “Communio Messianica, a church whose members are 
first generation Christians from Muslim backgrounds.”

6. Harry E. Winter, OMI, “Commentary on the Statement 
‘Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World,’” Ecumenical 
Trends 46.9 (2017),10-11. The document itself is included on 
12-13, 15. See also the 2019 statement by the Vatican and WCC 
(without WEA): “Education for Peace in a Multi-Religious World, 
A Christian Perspective.”

7. “Serving a Wounded World,” 5, 7.

8. “About the Season of Creation”: www.seasonofcreation.org; 
accessed 16 September 2016.

9. Most Rev. Louis Lougen, OMI, “A Wake-Up Call to Get 
Involved,” (22 August 2020): available at www.omiworld.org, 
“Leadership, Superior General Writings”; accessed 16 September 
2020.

HOMEWARD BOUND, from page 4

faithful extensions of Roman Catholic thought but also as 
ecumenically evocative works in which many others may 
find themselves at home – or, at least, homeward bound – 
will depend on how they are used to bring people together. 
But authentic ecumenicity is not primarily about identifying 
and celebrating agreement. It is about something more tenu-
ous, more trusting, and certainly more difficult: committing 
to kinship, and seeking out friendship, even if not especially 
where there is not agreement. Such an ecumenical devotion 
to those with whom we disagree blesses diversities even as 
it crosses freely between them, undermining their chauvin-
isms and revealing them as utterly relative to the pluriform 
singularity of creation, acquiring their dignity as differenc-
es from the flourishing of the whole. We cannot afford to 
abandon those on the yonder side of all that divides us; the 
disruptions to our collective life, particularly to the lives of 
the most vulnerable, that are on the horizon in an era of 
uncontrolled climate change will dwarf the disruptions we 
have faced from COVID-19. There is no time to lose. We 
are called to sit and eat, as the evocative image of Psalm 23 
would have it, at the table spread “between me and my ene-
mies,” a table whose furnishings belong to the common soil 
that supports our living together, enmity and fear and moral 
aversion and all, in one precious and precarious common 
home. 

Caring for particular suffering 
others and reconstituting the 
institutions that facilitate and 
benefit from that suffering are 
integral with (and are indeed a 
training ground for cultivating) the 
universal fraternity that Christ and 
the saints have demonstrated.

(FT 286). Caring for particular suffering others and recon-
stituting the institutions that facilitate and benefit from that 
suffering are integral with (and are indeed a training ground 
for cultivating) the universal fraternity that Christ and the 
saints have demonstrated.

I do not mean to suggest that the integral achieve-
ment of Laudato Si’ and Fratelli Tutti can be taken as a fait  
accompli. The edifying power of these texts, not only as 

http://www.harrywinter.org/Divide-Strengthening.htm
http://www.harrywinter.org/Divide-Strengthening.htm
http://www.harrywinter.org
http://www.seasonofcreation.org


ECUMENICAL TRENDS
Graymoor Ecumenical
& Interreligious Institute
PO Box 333, Garrison, NY  10524-0333

Periodicals
Postage

PAID
at Garrison NY

10524
and Additional
Mailing Offices

Printed on recycled paper.

Every issue of Ecumenical Trends contains the valuable news, articles, and information you 
want. Don’t miss an issue: subscribe today!
Order online at www.geii.org/subscribe or mail this form with payment. My payment of $               is enclosed.
	   1 year $30.00 United States   2 years $55.00 United States
	   1 year $42.00 International   2 years $77.00 International 

   1 year $15.00

Please enter my subscription to Ecumenical Trends for:

NAME:

ADDRESS:

CITY/STATE/ZIP:

EMAIL:

Please mail payment to:
Ecumenical Trends
Graymoor Ecumenical & Interreligious Institute
PO Box 333, Garrison, New York 10524-0333
Tel: 845-690-1088
Email: ecutrends@geii.org 

Print and digital version

Digital version only

Subscribe Today  Read every issue of ET!  


