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PANEL DISCUSSION ON “CARING FOR OUR COMMON HOME” 

Presentation by Major General (retd) Joseph Singh, MSS 

Thursday, April 21st, 2016  

at the Marian Academy, during the visit of Cardinal Claudio Hummes of Brazil 

The Timing and Significance of the Pope’s Encyclical: Laudato Si! (Praise be to you!) 

It is entirely appropriate that His Holiness the Pope would have issued his Encyclical: Laudato 

Si!on May 24,2015 just six months prior to the United Nations Climate Change Conference of 

Parties No 21, held in Paris from November 30th to December 12th, 2015.The Conferencewas 

convened to agree on the action to be taken by the global community of Nations on Caring for 

the Planet we call Home, with emphasis on the mitigation of and adaption to the impacts of 

Climate Change. It is generally agreed that we have been negligent in our stewardship of the 

resources with which the planet has been endowed – its natural capital. My interpretation of 

His Holiness the Pope’s encyclical is that it courageously goes beyond an assessment of the 

state of the environment (which tends to be the main focus of scientists and world leaders at 

the Climate Change Conferences) and addresses an Inconvenient Truth – that the state of the 

environment is a physical manifestation of systemic flaws in our human relationships and in our 

values and ethics. By transforming ourselves, we can reshape our relationship with our 

environment into one of global citizens truly caring for our common home.   

An Encyclical is the name typically given to the letter written by a Pope to a particular audience 

of Bishops. This audience may be all of the Bishops in a particular country or all of the Bishops 

in all countries. This Encyclical LaudatoSi! has universal application. In it he refers with a great 

degree of regularity to two words: Anthropocentrism and Ecocentrism.  

Aim 

In my contribution to this Panel Discussion, I shall elaborate on the significance of these two 

words and the relationship they have with the concept of Caring for our Common Home. I shall 

offer my own interpretation of these words in the context of what constitutes our common 

home -the Amazon Region and Guyana, and respectfully table my recommendations as to what 

should be the Church’s Social Apostolate in Guyana, in executing the charge given by His 

Holiness Pope Francis. 

The Significance of St Francis of Assisi 

It is interesting and instructive that the Holy Father, a Jesuit, took a Franciscan name   and 

Cardinal Claudio Hummes is a Franciscan –shared admiration for the life and works of St Francis 

of Assisi. They therefore have an affinity for issues relating to man and our stewardship of the 

environment in which we live, and the sacred mission with which we are charged of caring for 

our common home. I return to the two words I highlighted earlier: 
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Anthropocentrism 

The word Anthropocentrism (MacKinnon, 2007) has been coined for people who hold 

themselves as being only the most significant entities in the universe while disregarding animals 

and plants unless they provide life’s necessities such as nutrition, clothing, shelter and medical 

benefits. Pope Francis lamented the fact that when nature is viewed solely as a source of profit 

and gain, this has serious consequences for society.  

Ecocentrism  

This word (Aldo Leopold, 1949) speaks to the perception and action by humans, of the intrinsic 

value in all living things on earth, regardless of their usefulness to humans. 

Decline in the Quality of Human life and the Breakdown of Society 

Pope Francis, in Section IV of his Encyclical,also addressed the decline in the quality of human 

life and the breakdown of society. He referred to current models of development exemplified 

by the anthropocentric behavior and practices of human beings. 

He posited that:“we cannot adequately combat environmental degradation unless we attend to 

causes related to human and social degradation”. “The past two centuries”, he wrote, “has not 

led always to an integral development and an improvement in the quality of life. Some signs are 

symptomatic of real social decline, the silent rupture of the bonds of integration and social 

cohesion. Many professionals, opinion makers, communications media and centres of power are 

generally located in affluent urban areas, and are far removed from the poor with little contact 

with their problems. Human beings cannot be expected to feel responsibility for the world unless 

at the same time their unique capacities of knowledge, will, freedom and responsibility are 

recognized and valued. We are face to face with the results of our collective negligence and 

selfishness. The anthropocentric behavior pattern and the technological paradigm, are taking 

our planet to a tipping point in terms of ecological disaster as well as social fragmentation and 

collapse”. 

Arresting the negative impacts of Anthropocentrism 

On the one hand, the Encyclicalis aimed at contributing to the shaping of the global response to 

combating the effects of climate change, to pull us back from the tipping point of the target 

that would result in global warming on such a scale that the planet will experience extremes of 

temperature and weather conditions that would threaten the very existence of humans. We in 

Guyana have started to experience extended periods of drought in the Rupununi savannahs, on 

the northern fringe of the Amazon and as we speak, we have a contractor Sr Itamar from the 

Brazilian private sector, drilling wells in the north and central Rupununi, and the Brazilian 

Army’s military engineers collaborating with us to commence drilling deep wells in the south 

Rupununi. All of the scientific data point to the urgency of action. Anthropocentrism, and the 

pursuit of the humans’ own wellbeing at the expense of non-humans and the environment, has 

inflicted great stress on our planet. 
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The dynamics of environmental stewardship and human relationships  

On the other hand, while the focus among the global community of nations emphasised the 

actions to lower emissions and pull us back from the 1.2degrees Celsiustipping point, His 

Holiness’ thesis was that all of these commitments will come to nothing unless we took stock of 

ourselves, our behavior, attitudes, core values, inter personal relationships, relationships 

among communities and among nations and bring about changes in ourselves. We live in a 

common home called planet earth. Like a family living in a traditional home, unless there are 

agreed norms of behavior, attitudes, acceptance of responsibility, sharing and caring, we shall 

soon have a divided home and a divided home is a recipe for disaster. 

What are the factors affecting the stability of our common home? 

What is our home? We live in a region with the warming ocean in the north, and we are astride 

the fragile Guiana Shield of which we are a part stretching from Colombia in the west to Brazil’s 

Amapa State in the east, a geological formation dated 4 billion years old with unique 

characteristics, mineralization, ecosystems, biodiversity, indigenous cultures and traditions. 

And we have to the south, the Amazon – one of the largest and most significant natural 

resources globally –referred to as the lungs of the world, providing one fifth of the world’s 

freshwater - a strategic resource therefore.All nine countries surrounding the Amazon basin 

have a collective responsibility to safeguard and sustainably manage this global resource to 

which we are physically and intrinsically linked, as well as the resources with which we are 

endowed in our individual countries and in our case – Guyana. It is appropriate therefore for 

the Holy Father to have his own monitoring and evaluation process to see to what extent the 

Church’s social apostolate is being shaped to be an instrument to catalyse action necessary to 

care for our common home. 

Moral Character and Ethical Values 

His Holiness wrote that: “Authentic human development has a moral character and the 

deterioration of nature is closely connected to the culture which shapes human co-existence. We 

need to have ethical values and through these we understand ethical decisions better, our own 

and those of others. If the present ecological crisis is one small sign of the ethical, cultural and 

spiritual crisis of modernity, we cannot presume to heal our relationship with nature and the 

environment without healing all fundamental relationships”.  

Inter-connectedness – Social cohesion and environmental integrity 

We are therefore not faced with two separate crises, one environmental and one social but 

rather one complex crisis which is both social and environmental. Strategies for a solution 

demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at 

the same time protecting nature.  There has to be justice between generations. What kind of 



4 
 

JGS PANEL Apr 21, 2016 

world are we leaving for future generations? The environment is on loan to each generation. 

We are citizens living in a common home and we inter-act with each other.  

The Church’s Role and its Social Apostolate 

How best therefore to express the Church’s Apostolate in being an instrument in the integrated 

approach by the State, Church, Institutions, Communities, Families and Individuals, for building 

social cohesiveness and showing respect and care for the environment? 

We have seen the evolution of the church in the post-Independence period and in countries 

with authoritarian regimes, as an instrument for effecting social change and in many cases, 

Church leaders were in the forefront of advocacy and struggle. Some that come to mind in 

Guyana are Rev Fr Michael Campbell-Johnston, Fr Harold Wong, Fr Andrew Morrison, Fr 

Bernard Darke and Fr Malcolm Rodrigues. In other parts of our region, others such as 

Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador in 1980 gave their lives in defence of justice and 

freedom. The Church, in the guidance provided by His Holiness, must be an example of 

providing functionally relevant leadership, demonstrating  vision and commitment, and being a 

champion of advocacy, in ensuring anthropocentrism does not drive our society along an 

environmentally destructive path and cause the social fabric of our society to be rent asunder 

pursuing Quixotic pipe dreams.  

Legislation, admonishments and sanctions are not sustainable solutions.  

Returning to the core values as manifested by citizens of character, who have social and 

environmental ethics, is a strategy which the Church’s Social Apostolate needs to pursue and 

gain traction as we ‘Care for Each Other’ and collectively ‘Care for our Common Home’. 

 

What unites our diverse and fractured society? 

A desire to live in peace with other and in an environment that is conducive to healthy living 

and where we can realise our true potential. The Encyclical entreats us to look introspectively 

and resolve the inherent contradictions before we profess to be agents of change. 

During St Francis of Assisi’s own metamorphosis from being the profligate son of a wealthy 

clothes merchant into a mystic, repentant, meditative founder of the Franciscans, he had a 

vision of God directing him to stabilize His church on earth. A famous fresco in Italy shows St 

Francis propping up a church building in danger of tipping over because of the destabilization 

caused by the church leaders losing their way and lacking the spiritual and moral authority and 

character to reform the church.  

Church Leaders have choices and they have to make decisions 

A foundation to good decision-making is acceptance of two core principles: 
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1. We all have the power to decide what we do and what we say, and 

2. We are morally responsible for the consequences of our choices. 

We also have our own character 

Where does Character come from? It is not hereditary. Yet everyone regardless of background 

enters the world with the opportunity to become a person of exemplary character. A character 

has to be developed. We are born with a potential for good character - and for dispositions and 

habits that make up bad or weak character. 

Building character refers to the process of instilling within a person positive, ethical traits based 

on principles that can be expressed in many ways. What are some of these principles?  

1. Trustworthiness  

2. Respect  

3. Responsibility 

4. Fairness 

5. Caring  

6. Citizenship 

Because we are born in ignorance of moral ideals, we must be instructed or trained if we are to 

achieve a good second nature. Whether we give into or overcome the negative messages and 

influence we face often depends on whether our parents, church leaders,teachers, mentors 

and friends have exposed us to their own good example and morally inspiring ideas. 

Our Collective Responsibilities for sustaining our Common Good 

In Guyana, we have professed that we are pursuing a Green Economic Pathway to development 

and have spoken out about the ravages resulting from irresponsible exploitation of our natural 

capital. We have pockets of affluence but communities mired in poverty. More sophisticated 

leadership is needed and the dawn of a better day for citizens. True statecraft is manifest when, 

in difficult times, we uphold high principles and think of long term common good. Governments 

can legislate, regulate and enforce but these are not the recipe for success unless it is 

complemented by citizens who are conscious of their civic and social responsibilities, who are 

educated and informed, who are committed to cohesiveness and cooperation across our 

differences. 

All churches have an important role to play in ecological education as do schools, families, and 

the media. We have a multiplicity of faith-based churches and places of worship in every 

community in this plural society of ours. Yet we are faced with high suicide rates, an 

unacceptable frequency of incidents involving domestic abuse, violence, road rage, 

unhappiness and concern about a viable future for our current and future generations. 

As a young army officer, I had the good fortune to come under the influence of Father Malcolm 

Rodrigues, Fr Harold Wong who officiated at my wedding in 1971 and Fr Michael Campbell-
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Johnston, Founder of the Jesuit Refugee Service, who served in Mexico, Brazil, El Salvador and 

Guyana. I last met him in Barbados where he officiated at the Funeral Service for my good 

friend David De Caires. Father C-J, as he is known, did his pastoral work in rural areas and 

travelled throughout South America examining the new social institutes that then Father 

General Pedro Arupe had ordered be set up in every South and Central American Country. He 

played a key role in forming the modern social apostolate of the Society of Jesuits. At an 

interview he gave in London on July 23, 2012, when asked,“What would be your take-away 

messages to the Church and the Society given the state of the world and the Church today”,  

Father C-J said: “Social Justice is the way forward; it’s what is going to define our legacy for 

good or ill in the 21st century. To do this work, we’ve got to take a hard look at ourselves and 

also open up to all willing and potential dialogue partners, including lapsed Catholics, non-

Catholics, non-Christians, and atheists. In these times, people are moving from traditional, 

organized churches in general, and we’re needlessly self-limiting if we won’t engage them. One 

of the worrisome trends in that shift , however, is the movement not out of religion entirely but 

from the Catholic Church into radical/fundamentalistchurches because they offer the individual 

more say and decision-making than the Catholic Church does”. He continued: “While I’m on the 

subject of the move away from traditional religion, I should mention that much of that flight 

really does hinge on the “traditional” aspect. There are plenty of young people who have no 

interest in going to church but who listen avidly to the Jesuits” “Prayer in Daily Life” podcast. 

Some even make retreats in the tradition of the Spiritual Exercises, which are the greatest 

resource the Jesuit tradition has to offer for renewal, reflection, and engagement with people of 

all faith situations. The more we can do to popularize the Exercises and their way via social and 

new media, the better”.Father C-J went on to say: “I’m convinced that ifSaint Ignatius of Loyola 

(founder of the Society of Jesuits and author of the book Spiritual Exercises) were alive today, 

he’d be putting the Internet through its paces to get his message out there”.   

 

Conclusion 

In concluding my contribution, I pose these questions, how do we achieve these desired 

outcomes? How do we ensure the stability of our home, the sustainability of our way of life, the 

transfer of our natural capital to future generations, and the building of a cohesive society that 

celebrates our plurality and cements our relationships with each other,there-by caring for each 

other and our home? 

 

Sun Bear, the Medicine Man of the Chippewa Tribe in North America, who died in 1992 said: “I 

do not think the measure of a civilization is how tall its buildings of concrete are, but rather how 

well its people have learned to relate to their environment and their fellow man”. 
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Saint Pope Paul II stated: “God gave the earth to the whole human race for the sustenance of all 

its members without excluding or favoring anyone. A type of development which did not respect 

and promote human rights – personal and social, economic and political, including the rights of 

nations and of peoples – would not be really worthy of man. The natural environment is a 

collective good, the patrimony of all humanity and the responsibility of everyone. There is the 

fact that people no longer seem to believe in a happy future; they no longer have blind trust in a 

better tomorrow. We do need to slow down and look at reality in a different way, to appropriate 

the positive and sustainable progress which has been made, but also to recover the values and 

great goals swept away by our delusions of grandeur”.  

Archbishop Oscar Romero’s rise in El Salvador coincided with the period of dramatic change in 

the Church in Latin America. In 1968 in Medellin, Colombia, Regional Bishops had a meeting to 

discuss local implementation of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). They resolved to 

abandon the hierarchy – their traditional role as defender of the status quo and to side instead 

with the continent’s poor in their struggle for social justice. It is instructive that His Holiness 

Pope Francis’ EncyclicalLaudato Si! issued in 2015 - fifty years after the Second Vatican Council, 

should be the instrument that prompts a visit by the Pope’s personal friend Cardinal Claudio 

Hummes, to the Amazon Countries, to inquire what is being done by the Church through its 

Social Apostolate to implement the requirements of Laudate Si! 

I posit that the Church in its social apostolate should: 

 provide exemplary leadership and guidance for citizens to  look introspectively at 

ourselves so asto re-establish core values that shape character and influence our sense 

of social responsibility; 

 work with local agencies and institutions to  help to design and construct  a new and 

sustainable foundation for  social cohesiveness in our  families, our communities,  and 

our nation; 

 counsel and educate citizens to recognize, respect and reflect in their behavior and 

actions, the interconnectedness of social cohesiveness  and environmental integrity; 

and  

 be an advocate and catalyst to promote collaboration with all countries who share our 

common home in this region, to care for our Common Home - the Caribbean Sea, the 

Guiana Shield and the Amazon. 

END 

 


