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should be halted or modified, even in the absence 
of  indisputable proof. Here the burden of  proof  
is effectively reversed, since in such cases objec-
tive and conclusive demonstrations will have to 
be brought forward to demonstrate that the pro-
posed activity will not cause serious harm to the 
environment or to those who inhabit it.

187. This does not mean being opposed to any 
technological innovations which can bring about 
an improvement in the quality of  life. But it does 
mean that profit cannot be the sole criterion to 
be taken into account, and that, when significant 
new information comes to light, a reassessment 
should be made, with the involvement of  all in-
terested parties. The outcome may be a decision 
not to proceed with a given project, to modify it 
or to consider alternative proposals.

188. There are certain environmental issues 
where it is not easy to achieve a broad consensus. 
Here I would state once more that the Church 
does not presume to settle scientific questions 
or to replace politics. But I am concerned to en-
courage an honest and open debate so that par-
ticular interests or ideologies will not prejudice 
the common good.

iv. PolitiCs and eConomy in dialogue  
for human fulfilment

189. Politics must not be subject to the econ-
omy, nor should the economy be subject to the 
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dictates of  an efficiency-driven paradigm of  tech-
nocracy. Today, in view of  the common good, 
there is urgent need for politics and economics 
to enter into a frank dialogue in the service of  
life, especially human life. Saving banks at any 
cost, making the public pay the price, foregoing 
a firm commitment to reviewing and reforming 
the entire system, only reaffirms the absolute 
power of  a financial system, a power which has 
no future and will only give rise to new crises af-
ter a slow, costly and only apparent recovery. The 
financial crisis of  2007-08 provided an opportu-
nity to develop a new economy, more attentive 
to ethical principles, and new ways of  regulating 
speculative financial practices and virtual wealth. 
But the response to the crisis did not include 
rethinking the outdated criteria which continue 
to rule the world. Production is not always ra-
tional, and is usually tied to economic variables 
which assign to products a value that does not 
necessarily correspond to their real worth. This 
frequently leads to an overproduction of  some 
commodities, with unnecessary impact on the 
environment and with negative results on region-
al economies.133 The financial bubble also tends 
to be a productive bubble. The problem of  the 
real economy is not confronted with vigour, yet 
it is the real economy which makes diversifica-
tion and improvement in production possible, 

133 Cf. mexiCan BishoPs’ ConferenCe, ePisCoPal Com-
mission for Pastoral and soCial ConCerns, Jesucristo, vida y es-
peranza de los indígenas e campesinos (14 January 2008).  
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helps companies to function well, and enables 
small and medium businesses to develop and 
create employment.

190. Here too, it should always be kept in mind 
that “environmental protection cannot be as-
sured solely on the basis of  financial calculations 
of  costs and benefits. The environment is one 
of  those goods that cannot be adequately safe-
guarded or promoted by market forces”.134 Once 
more, we need to reject a magical conception of  
the market, which would suggest that problems 
can be solved simply by an increase in the profits 
of  companies or individuals. Is it realistic to hope 
that those who are obsessed with maximizing 
profits will stop to reflect on the environmental 
damage which they will leave behind for future 
generations? Where profits alone count, there 
can be no thinking about the rhythms of  na-
ture, its phases of  decay and regeneration, or the 
complexity of  ecosystems which may be gravely 
upset by human intervention. Moreover, biodi-
versity is considered at most a deposit of  eco-
nomic resources available for exploitation, with 
no serious thought for the real value of  things, 
their significance for persons and cultures, or the 
concerns and needs of  the poor.

191. Whenever these questions are raised, 
some react by accusing others of  irrationally at-

134 PontifiCal CounCil for JustiCe and PeaCe, Compendi-
um of  the Social Doctrine of  the Church, 470.
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tempting to stand in the way of  progress and hu-
man development. But we need to grow in the 
conviction that a decrease in the pace of  pro-
duction and consumption can at times give rise 
to another form of  progress and development. 
Efforts to promote a sustainable use of  natural 
resources are not a waste of  money, but rather 
an investment capable of  providing other eco-
nomic benefits in the medium term. If  we look 
at the larger picture, we can see that more diver-
sified and innovative forms of  production which 
impact less on the environment can prove very 
profitable. It is a matter of  openness to different 
possibilities which do not involve stifling human 
creativity and its ideals of  progress, but rather 
directing that energy along new channels.

192. For example, a path of  productive devel-
opment, which is more creative and better direct-
ed, could correct the present disparity between 
excessive technological investment in consump-
tion and insufficient investment in resolving ur-
gent problems facing the human family. It could 
generate sensible and profitable ways of  reusing, 
revamping and recycling, and it could also im-
prove the energy efficiency of  cities. Productive 
diversification offers the fullest possibilities to 
human ingenuity to create and innovate, while at 
the same time protecting the environment and 
creating more sources of  employment. Such cre-
ativity would be a worthy expression of  our most 
noble human qualities, for we would be striving 
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intelligently, boldly and responsibly to promote 
a sustainable and equitable development within 
the context of  a broader concept of  quality of  
life. On the other hand, to find ever new ways 
of  despoiling nature, purely for the sake of  new 
consumer items and quick profit, would be, in 
human terms, less worthy and creative, and more 
superficial. 

193. In any event, if  in some cases sustaina-
ble development were to involve new forms of  
growth, in other cases, given the insatiable and 
irresponsible growth produced over many dec-
ades, we need also to think of  containing growth 
by setting some reasonable limits and even re-
tracing our steps before it is too late. We know 
how unsustainable is the behaviour of  those who 
constantly consume and destroy, while others are 
not yet able to live in a way worthy of  their human 
dignity. That is why the time has come to accept 
decreased growth in some parts of  the world, in 
order to provide resources for other places to ex-
perience healthy growth. Benedict XVI has said 
that “technologically advanced societies must 
be prepared to encourage more sober lifestyles, 
while reducing their energy consumption and 
improving its efficiency”.135  

194. For new models of  progress to arise, there 
is a need to change “models of  global develop-

135 Message for the 2010 World Day of  Peace, 9: AAS 102 
(2010), 46.
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ment”;136 this will entail a responsible reflection 
on “the meaning of  the economy and its goals 
with an eye to correcting its malfunctions and 
misapplications”.137 It is not enough to balance, 
in the medium term, the protection of  nature 
with financial gain, or the preservation of  the en-
vironment with progress. Halfway measures sim-
ply delay the inevitable disaster. Put simply, it is 
a matter of  redefining our notion of  progress. A 
technological and economic development which 
does not leave in its wake a better world and an 
integrally higher quality of  life cannot be consid-
ered progress. Frequently, in fact, people’s quality 
of  life actually diminishes – by the deterioration 
of  the environment, the low quality of  food or 
the depletion of  resources – in the midst of  eco-
nomic growth. In this context, talk of  sustaina-
ble growth usually becomes a way of  distracting 
attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the 
language and values of  ecology into the catego-
ries of  finance and technocracy, and the social 
and environmental responsibility of  businesses 
often gets reduced to a series of  marketing and 
image-enhancing measures. 

195. The principle of  the maximization of  
profits, frequently isolated from other consider-
ations, reflects a misunderstanding of  the very 
concept of  the economy. As long as production 

136 Ibid.
137 Ibid., 5: p. 43.
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is increased, little concern is given to whether it 
is at the cost of  future resources or the health of  
the environment; as long as the clearing of  a for-
est increases production, no one calculates the 
losses entailed in the desertification of  the land, 
the harm done to biodiversity or the increased 
pollution. In a word, businesses profit by calcu-
lating and paying only a fraction of  the costs in-
volved. Yet only when “the economic and social 
costs of  using up shared environmental resourc-
es are recognized with transparency and fully 
borne by those who incur them, not by other 
peoples or future generations”,138 can those ac-
tions be considered ethical. An instrumental way 
of  reasoning, which provides a purely static anal-
ysis of  realities in the service of  present needs, 
is at work whether resources are allocated by the 
market or by state central planning.

196. What happens with politics? Let us keep 
in mind the principle of  subsidiarity, which 
grants freedom to develop the capabilities pres-
ent at every level of  society, while also demand-
ing a greater sense of  responsibility for the com-
mon good from those who wield greater power. 
Today, it is the case that some economic sectors 
exercise more power than states themselves. But 
economics without politics cannot be justified, 
since this would make it impossible to favour 

138 BenediCt XVI, Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate (29 
June 2009), 50: AAS 101 (2009), 686.



144

other ways of  handling the various aspects of  
the present crisis. The mindset which leaves no 
room for sincere concern for the environment is 
the same mindset which lacks concern for the in-
clusion of  the most vulnerable members of  so-
ciety. For “the current model, with its emphasis 
on success and self-reliance, does not appear to 
favour an investment in efforts to help the slow, 
the weak or the less talented to find opportuni-
ties in life”.139

197. What is needed is a politics which is far-
sighted and capable of  a new, integral and inter-
disciplinary approach to handling the different 
aspects of  the crisis. Often, politics itself  is re-
sponsible for the disrepute in which it is held, 
on account of  corruption and the failure to en-
act sound public policies. If  in a given region the 
state does not carry out its responsibilities, some 
business groups can come forward in the guise 
of  benefactors, wield real power, and consider 
themselves exempt from certain rules, to the 
point of  tolerating different forms of  organized 
crime, human trafficking, the drug trade and vio-
lence, all of  which become very difficult to erad-
icate. If  politics shows itself  incapable of  break-
ing such a perverse logic, and remains caught up 
in inconsequential discussions, we will continue 
to avoid facing the major problems of  humani-

139 Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (24 Novem-
ber 2013), 209: AAS 105 (2013), 1107.
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ty. A strategy for real change calls for rethinking 
processes in their entirety, for it is not enough 
to include a few superficial ecological consider-
ations while failing to question the logic which 
underlies present-day culture. A healthy politics 
needs to be able to take up this challenge.

198. Politics and the economy tend to blame 
each other when it comes to poverty and envi-
ronmental degradation. It is to be hoped that 
they can acknowledge their own mistakes and 
find forms of  interaction directed to the com-
mon good. While some are concerned only with 
financial gain, and others with holding on to or 
increasing their power, what we are left with are 
conflicts or spurious agreements where the last 
thing either party is concerned about is caring for 
the environment and protecting those who are 
most vulnerable. Here too, we see how true it is 
that “unity is greater than conflict”.140 

v. religions in dialogue With sCienCe

199. It cannot be maintained that empirical sci-
ence provides a complete explanation of  life, the 
interplay of  all creatures and the whole of  reality. 
This would be to breach the limits imposed by 
its own methodology. If  we reason only within 
the confines of  the latter, little room would be 
left for aesthetic sensibility, poetry, or even rea-

140 Ibid., 228: AAS 105 (2013), 1113.
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son’s ability to grasp the ultimate meaning and 
purpose of  things.141 I would add that “religious 
classics can prove meaningful in every age; they 
have an enduring power to open new horizons… 
Is it reasonable and enlightened to dismiss cer-
tain writings simply because they arose in the 
context of  religious belief ?”142 It would be quite 
simplistic to think that ethical principles present 
themselves purely in the abstract, detached from 
any context. Nor does the fact that they may be 
couched in religious language detract from their 
value in public debate. The ethical principles ca-
pable of  being apprehended by reason can al-
ways reappear in different guise and find expres-
sion in a variety of  languages, including religious 
language.

200. Any technical solution which science 
claims to offer will be powerless to solve the se-

141 Cf. Encyclical Letter Lumen Fidei (29 June 2013), 34: 
AAS 105 (2013), 577: “Nor is the light of  faith, joined to the 
truth of  love, extraneous to the material world, for love is al-
ways lived out in body and spirit; the light of  faith is an incar-
nate light radiating from the luminous life of  Jesus.  It also illu-
mines the material world, trusts its inherent order, and knows 
that it calls us to an ever widening path of  harmony and under-
standing.  The gaze of  science thus benefits from faith: faith 
encourages the scientist to remain constantly open to reality in 
all its inexhaustible richness.  Faith awakens the critical sense by 
preventing research from being satisfied with its own formulae 
and helps it to realize that nature is always greater.  By stimu-
lating wonder before the profound mystery of  creation, faith 
broadens the horizons of  reason to shed greater light on the 
world which discloses itself  to scientific investigation”.

142 Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (24 Novem-
ber 2013), 256: AAS 105 (2013), 1123.
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rious problems of  our world if  humanity loses 
its compass, if  we lose sight of  the great motiva-
tions which make it possible for us to live in har-
mony, to make sacrifices and to treat others well. 
Believers themselves must constantly feel chal-
lenged to live in a way consonant with their faith 
and not to contradict it by their actions. They 
need to be encouraged to be ever open to God’s 
grace and to draw constantly from their deep-
est convictions about love, justice and peace. If  
a mistaken understanding of  our own principles 
has at times led us to justify mistreating nature, 
to exercise tyranny over creation, to engage in 
war, injustice and acts of  violence, we believers 
should acknowledge that by so doing we were 
not faithful to the treasures of  wisdom which we 
have been called to protect and preserve. Cultur-
al limitations in different eras often affected the 
perception of  these ethical and spiritual treas-
ures, yet by constantly returning to their sources, 
religions will be better equipped to respond to 
today’s needs.

201. The majority of  people living on our 
planet profess to be believers. This should spur 
religions to dialogue among themselves for the 
sake of  protecting nature, defending the poor, 
and building networks of  respect and fraternity. 
Dialogue among the various sciences is likewise 
needed, since each can tend to become enclosed 
in its own language, while specialization leads to a 
certain isolation and the absolutization of  its own 
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field of  knowledge. This prevents us from con-
fronting environmental problems effectively. An 
open and respectful dialogue is also needed be-
tween the various ecological movements, among 
which ideological conflicts are not infrequently 
encountered. The gravity of  the ecological crisis 
demands that we all look to the common good, 
embarking on a path of  dialogue which requires 
patience, self-discipline and generosity, always 
keeping in mind that “realities are greater than 
ideas”.143

143 Ibid., 231: p. 1114.


