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This evening's discussion, sponsored by Crossroads Cultural Center and the American Bible Society, 
addressed the extent and roots of the environmental problem in light of the teachings of the Catholic 
Church, particularly those transmitted by Popes Benedict XVI and John Paul II. 
 
The discussion was started by Pablo Martinez de Anguita D'Huart, Professor of Rural Development at 
Rey Juan Carlos University in Madrid, Spain.  He began by recounting an experience of his childhood, 
when he passed through a mountainous region of Spain with his father.  He recalled asking, “Who lives 
there?”, to which his father replied, “Foresters.”  Thus began Prof. Martinez's desire to be a forester, 
and his lifelong attempt to define what a human being's role in the natural world is and ought to be.   
 
A primary emphasis of Prof. Martinez's work is the relationship between forests and human 
populations.  Data from all over the world show that forests are giving way to development.  
Fundamentally, this seems to be a problem of how to live together.  In other words, if we can't live 
together in healthy and peaceful urban environments, we have to constantly expand outward into 
previously unsettled areas. 
 
The resulting deforestation affects billions of human lives; the poorest people in the world rely on these 
diminishing forests for their lives.  As a response to this, Prof. Martinez introduced his philosophy of 
“environmental solidarity.”  This term means that, because conservation is a technical, economic, 
political, and ethical problem, the best approach is to look at the world in a way that embraces the 
common destiny of everyone and everything.   
 
Prof. Martinez's philosophy of environmental solidarity originated from his search for a unifying ethic 
of people and nature.  After studying the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, 
John Muir, Aldo Leopold, and many other ecological-philosophers and writers, he was left with the 
sense that each of these competing ethical views had not yet addressed the most critical question of all. 
 
That question was: “What is a person?”  In search of an answer, he turned to the major world religions.  
At first, he was disappointed, finding that for many religious people, looking at the environmental 
problem from a religious perspective was simply a matter of manipulating religious symbols to 
mobilize others in pursuit of a utilitarian goal.  What was missing was a sense of the sacred and 
transcendent for its own sake. 
 
But when he turned to Christianity, he recognized an approach to the natural world that affirmed its 
value—like the ecological writers he admired—but avoided the utilitarian tendencies of other religions.  
Both ecological thought and Christianity have in common that they start with real facts and events, he 
said, and recognize a reality that exists independent of how it is perceived.  Both Christians and 
ecological thinkers value intuition, wish to live according to universal laws, and are concerned with 
ultimate meaning.  For example, in Prof. Martinez's view, the writings of Rachel Carson and John Muir 
contain striking similarities to the writings of Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI in regard to their 
account of the meaning of the natural world.     
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For other examples of the resonance between Christianity and ecology, and to further develop his 
philosophy of environmental solidarity, Prof. Martinez cited paragraph 344 of the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, which states: “[t]here is a solidarity among all creatures arising from the fact that all 
have the same creator and are all ordered to his glory.”  He also recalled Pope Benedict XVI's words at 
the 2010 World Day of Peace: “If you want to cultivate peace, protect creation.”   
 
In response to Prof. Martinez's presentation, Monsignor Lorenzo Albacete addressed the question of 
what it means to say that God is the creator, using as his launching point The Dialectics of Secularization 
by Joseph Ratzinger and Jürgen Habermas.  According to Benedict XVI, although certain historical 
proofs of the existence of God might need to be discarded today in light of current cosmological 
knowledge, we cannot eliminate the intention behind these proofs, which is to insist on the link 
between faith and reason. 
 
Msgr. Albacete also addressed the popular conception that science deals with the material universe 
whereas faith deals with values.  According to this mentality, science cannot touch faith and faith 
cannot touch science.  This view, Msgr. Albacete contended, is at odds with the convictions of some of 
the great historical names in quantum physics, such as Werner Heisenberg: namely, that there must exist 
a “central order,” albeit unknown, behind all things.     
 
Finally, Msgr. Albacete argued that when faith—that is, belief in the existence of this central order—is 
separated from reason, environmental disaster becomes inevitable, because we are no longer guided by 
a sense of solidarity with all persons and things.  The environmental question is thus a question about 
faith itself—a faith that recognizes the common origin and destiny of all things and therefore refuses to 
reduce the earth's goods to their immediate utility.  What is ultimately at stake for Christians, according 
to Msgr. Albacete, is the affirmation of the reality of Jesus Christ himself—who is nothing other than 
the incarnation of God's love for what is material and human. 
 


