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                                                                               MICHAEL PRABHU, NOVEMBER 16, 2019
Ecological sin: Whatzat?
https://dwightlongenecker.com/ecological-sin-whatzat/
Fr. Dwight Longenecker, November 16, 2019
Pope Francis has indicated that he wishes to include ecological sins in the catechism. It will be interesting to see how this develops, and as an ordinary priest in the parish there are some questions about this that rattle around in my brain box.
The first question is about the difference between corporate and individual sin. There are certain actions taken on a societal level for which no one seems to be able to take responsibility. Take genocide for example.  Sure there were one or two people–maybe a handful–who took the decision to have concentration camps and kill millions of people, but most of those who put the decisions into effect would have said they were just following orders or they didn’t really know what was going on. Without a doubt there were individuals who were cruel and sadistic and took part in the killing, but there were many, many more who were repulsed by what was happening and wished they could get out. There were even more who looked the other way and tried to ignore what was right before their eyes. Many more were distant, but still complicit.

We are therefore in a situation that is morally quite difficult. How do make the judgement? Who is guilty? How much are they guilty? What is the level of their culpability?

The same thing applies with “ecological sin”. Are we supposed to go to confession for turning our air conditioning too low, keeping our car running, using a plastic straw or flying in an airplane? Probably not, but then who is responsible for sins against ecology? There are certainly some big companies who destroy nature to grab raw materials. They would say they are doing so for the common good. They provide jobs and an economy that brings good stuff to lots of people. Even if they have committed ecological sin who is to blame? The corporate CEOs? The economists? The factory owner? Then distributors? The retailers? All of these people are involved–and so is the consumer–the end user.

If a coal mine company tears up a forest to get at the coal which they sell to an electric company that burns the coal to generate electricity to power our lifestyle who is to blame? You see, we all share in the fault and it is very difficult for anyone to confess that they have done wrong.

The other interesting question is who the sin is against. In the traditional list of sins we either offend God or our neighbor. We don’t offend “nature” or the “cosmos”. Is ecological sin a sin against God the Creator or against our neighbor? It could be both, but in both cases the offense is of a second degree. We didn’t offend God or our neighbor primarily. The offense was a side effect of our ecological sin. This raises the question of to whom we owe reparation for our ecological sin.

Then there is the question of venial and mortal sin. Would there be any sin against ecology which was categorized as a mortal sin? I suppose if someone cut down a forest and sprayed the land with poison and radiation before burning it and leaving it a charred wreck–and if they did this intentionally it would be a mortal sin. One thinks of the use of Agent Orange in the Vietnam War for example, or the utter devastation of the atomic bomb. In both cases the intention was not to destroy nature, but they decided to destroy nature to accomplish another purpose. An analogy would be to commit a murder to inherit the person’s wealth.

What about individuals in the confessional? What are the sins the ordinary Catholic might commit against ecology? I’m not sure, but it is worth thinking about.

Perhaps the aim of this is not so much to accuse particular people of particular sins, but to raise awareness of our corporate share in sin and to ponder the consequences.
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