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37. Equally worrying is the ecological question which accompanies the problem of 
consumerism and which is closely connected to it. In his desire to have and to enjoy 
rather than to be and to grow, man consumes the resources of the earth and his own life in 
an excessive and disordered way. At the root of the senseless destruction of the natural 
environment lies an anthropological error, which unfortunately is widespread in our day. 
Man, who discovers his capacity to transform and in a certain sense create the world 
through his own work, forgets that this is always based on God's prior and original gift of 
the things that are. Man thinks that he can make arbitrary use of the earth, subjecting it 
without restraint to his will, as though it did not have its own requisites and a prior God-
given purpose, which man can indeed develop but must not betray. Instead of carrying 
out his role as a co-operator with God in the work of creation, man sets himself up in 
place of God and thus ends up provoking a rebellion on the part of nature, which is more 
tyrannized than governed by him.76 

In all this, one notes first the poverty or narrowness of man's outlook, motivated as he is 
by a desire to possess things rather than to relate them to the truth, and lacking that 
disinterested, unselfish and aesthetic attitude that is born of wonder in the presence of 
being and of the beauty which enables one to see in visible things the message of the 
invisible God who created them. In this regard, humanity today must be conscious of its 
duties and obligations towards future generations. 

38. In addition to the irrational destruction of the natural environment, we must also 
mention the more serious destruction of the human environment, something which is by 
no means receiving the attention it deserves. Although people are rightly worried — 
though much less than they should be — about preserving the natural habitats of the 
various animal species threatened with extinction, because they realize that each of these 
species makes its particular contribution to the balance of nature in general, too little 
effort is made to safeguard the moral conditions for an authentic "human ecology". Not 
only has God given the earth to man, who must use it with respect for the original good 
purpose for which it was given to him, but man too is God's gift to man. He must 
therefore respect the natural and moral structure with which he has been endowed. In this 



context, mention should be made of the serious problems of modern urbanization, of the 
need for urban planning which is concerned with how people are to live, and of the 
attention which should be given to a "social ecology" of work. 

Man receives from God his essential dignity and with it the capacity to transcend every 
social order so as to move towards truth and goodness. But he is also conditioned by the 
social structure in which he lives, by the education he has received and by his 
environment. These elements can either help or hinder his living in accordance with the 
truth. The decisions which create a human environment can give rise to specific 
structures of sin which impede the full realization of those who are in any way oppressed 
by them. To destroy such structures and replace them with more authentic forms of living 
in community is a task which demands courage and patience.77 

76. Cf. Encyclical Letter Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 34: loc. cit., 559f.; Message for the 1990 World Day of Peace: 
AAS 82 (1990), 147-156.  
 
 

77. Cf. Apostolic Exhortation Reconciliatio et Poenitentia (December 2,1984),16:AAS 77 (1985), 213-217; Pius 
XI, Encyclical Letter Quadragesimo Anno, III: loc. cit., 219. 
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