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1. Introduction 
 
In the faith communities, September is 
traditionally observed as a time of ‘Care for 
Creation.’ Since the publication of the encyclical 
Laudato si’, this time of reflection and practical 
action has had a stronger resonance in the Catholic 
Church. Pope Francis, keeping the nexus between 
the abuse of creation and injustice and poverty, 
wrote that the response to the gift of creation  
 

“has been marked by sin, selfishness and a 
greedy desire to possess and exploit. Egoism 
and self-interest have turned creation, a place 
of encounter and sharing, into an arena of 
competition and conflict. In this way, the 
environment itself is endangered: 
something good in God’s eyes has become 
something to be exploited in human hands. 
Deterioration has increased in recent 
decades: constant pollution, the continued 
use of fossil fuels, intensive agricultural 
exploitation and deforestation are causing 
global temperatures to rise above safe 
levels.”1  

 
The Pope also pointed out that the UN Climate 
Action Summit, held from 21 to 23 September, was 
an opportunity for the governments of the world 
to show the political will to achieve zero net 
greenhouse emissions and to limit the increase in 
global temperature to 1.5°C.2 
 
 
2. Specific Goals and the Reduction of Global 
Temperature 
 
Professor Nicholas Stern has noted that the earth 
warming up by even 1.5°C would have a brutal 
effect on future generations. Referring to the 
Intergovernmental Report on Climate Change,3  

 
 
Stern says that the stark choice for governments 
is: “Accelerate the transition to clean and 
sustainable growth or suffer mounting damage 
from sea level rise, floods and droughts that will 
severely hinder efforts to tackle poverty, raise 
living standards and improve prosperity.”4 (The 
IRCC Report can be found at this link.5)  
 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
was created to provide policymakers with regular 
scientific assessments on climate change, its 
implications, and its potential future risks as well 
as to put forward adaptation and mitigation 
options.6 For example, scientists are increasingly 
pointing to the need to explore removing carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere, not only by 
increasing forests, but now also by various carbon 
capture and storage techniques.7 
 
Already in 2015, prior to the Paris Summit, South 
Africa had pledged to peak its greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2025, and it has since begun to 
quantify what it will cost to adapt to climate 
change in the light of several possible emission 
scenarios. At present, estimates of the true cost 
vary widely, but it is likely to be in the tens of 
billions of Rands over the next 30 years. 
 
According to the World Resources Institute,  
 

“South Africa has also set an example for other 
developing countries by defining a pathway 
for when national emissions will peak. As 
developing countries move toward limiting 
and eventually reducing their emissions, 
defining such pathways is a necessary step to 
ensure that global emissions decline in line 
with IPCC recommendations. To further set an 
example, South Africa should exceed the bare 
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minimum required to meet the targets, and 
limit its emissions to the low end of the 2025  
 
and 2030 target emissions ranges. Doing so 
would represent a fairer share of global 
emission reductions, ensure the country takes 
full advantage of its mitigation potential, and 
increase the chance of limiting warming to 
below 2°C, to help avoid the most extreme 
climate change impacts.”8 

 
 
3. Pope Francis and the Care and Protection of 
Oceans 
 
The Pope’s prayer intention for September was 
that “politicians, scientists and economists work 
together to protect the world’s seas and oceans.”9 
In his message dated 1st September, he wrote: 
 

“Melting of glaciers, scarcity of water, neglect 
of water basins and the considerable presence 
of plastic and microplastics in the oceans are 
equally troubling, and testify to the urgent 
need for interventions that can no longer be 
postponed. We have caused a climate 
emergency that gravely threatens nature and 
life itself, including our own. In effect, we have 
forgotten who we are: creatures made in the 
image of God (cf. Gen 1:27) and called to dwell 
as brothers and sisters in a common home. We 
were created not to be tyrants, but to be at the 
heart of a network of life made up of millions 
of species lovingly joined together for us by 
our Creator. Now is the time to rediscover our 
vocation as children of God, brothers and 
sisters, and stewards of creation. Now is the 
time to repent, to be converted and to return 
to our roots. We are beloved creatures of God, 
who in his goodness calls us to love life and to 
live it in communion with the rest of 
creation.”10 

 
The oceans produce 70% of the globe’s oxygen; 
absorb millions of tons of carbon dioxide; are a 
major source of food and of biodiversity; and 
powerfully regulate the earth’s climate. 
Accordingly, care for the oceans is a vital part of 
saving the planet.11  
 
Pope Francis has stressed that we cannot allow 
our seas and oceans to be littered by endless fields 
of floating plastic.12 He lamented the lack of 
effective regulation to protect the world’s waters, 
and called for action to confront this emergency. 
He also deemed as unacceptable the privatisation 
of water resources at the expense of the human 

right to have access to water.13 He also 
emphasised that the oceans have become a sign of 
separation, referring to migrants crossing the seas 
in search of a better life. He prayed that the 
“waters may not be a sign of separation of peoples 
but of encounter for the human community.”14 
 
 
4. South Africa’s Response 
 
On World Ocean Day in June of this year, 
Environment, Forestry and Fisheries Minister 
Barbara Creecy said that “with intensification of 
South Africa’s ocean economy, there is increasing 
urgency to provide the necessary protection to a 
representative sample of marine ecosystems, 
thereby ensuring their resilience to human use 
and impact, and to impacts associated with 
climate change.”15  
 
She noted that the government had recently 
declared twenty new areas as Marine Protected 
Areas, thus increasing the spatial protection of 
South Africa’s ocean environment from 0.4% to 
5.4%.16 These included seamounts, submarine 
canyons and a variety of eco-systems in both the 
Indian and Atlantic Oceans.17  She went on to say, 
 

“The new network strives to support multiple 
objectives for biodiversity in alignment with 
oceans economy goals. This new network of 
20 MPAs will, among other things, contribute 
to fisheries sustainability, advance marine 
ecotourism, and will help maintain resilience 
in ecosystems that are under stress from 
climate change.”18  
 

The Minister also noted the scourge of plastics and 
the way in which they destroy marine life and 
associated eco-systems. She noted that plastics 
take about 500 years to breakdown and that about 
8 million metric tons of plastics are dumped in the 
oceans annually.19 
 
 
5. Perspectives from Other Faiths 
 
Islam prizes the values of protection and 
conservation. “The Islamic attitude towards 
environment and natural resource conservation is 
not only based on prohibition of over-exploitation 
but also on sustainable development”.20 “The 
principle of conservation is beautifully illustrated 
by the rule which says that while making ablutions 
(wudu) we should be abstemious in the use of 
water even if we have a river at our disposal.”21 It 
is clear in Islam that deliberate damage to the 
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environment and its resources is a form of 
corruption which is forbidden, and that over-
consumption and wastage of natural resources is 
also forbidden.22  
 
In the Jewish tradition a very strong focus has 
developed in the Tikkum Ha Yam movement, a 
movement focused on the repair of the oceans 
through a Jewish lens. It was founded “to raise 
awareness about the deep Jewish connection to 
the sea, and the profound spiritual nature of 
water.”23 The movement understands the call to 
partner with God to repair the world – Tikkum 
Olam – but adds that if the seas are not repaired, 
the rest of the world stands very little chance.24 
And there are further examples: “In Jewish law 
ecological concerns are reflected in Biblical 
protection for fruit trees, rules in the Mishnah 
against harming the public domain, and Talmudic 
debates over noise and smoke damages. Jewish 
activists have recruited principles of halakha for 
environmental purposes.”25 
 
 
6. Conclusion  
 
Pope Francis quotes St Bonaventure, who said that 
“creation is the first book God opens before our 
eyes,” and goes on to urge all people to work 
together at ecumenical and interfaith levels, to 
take time to get close to nature and to be inspired 
afresh by that intimacy to an attitude of awe for 
the gifts of creation. He challenges us to look at our 
lifestyles and to be bold enough to take prophetic 

actions. He commends the young people of the 
world who have taken strong, public action in this 
regard.  He also urges us to listen to the wisdom of 
the indigenous people. Finally, he points to the 
need for advocacy, to increase political will, and to 
hold governments accountable to commitments 
and protocols already agreed upon. He challenges 
everyone with very strong words:  
 

“Our prayers and appeals are directed first at 
raising the awareness of political and civil 
leaders. I think in particular of those 
governments that will meet in coming months 
to renew commitments decisive for directing 
the planet towards life, not death. The words 
that Moses proclaimed to the people as a kind 
of spiritual testament at the threshold of the 
Promised Land come to mind: ‘Therefore 
choose life, that you and your descendants 
may live’ (Dt 3:19). We can apply those 
prophetic words to ourselves and to the 
situation of our earth. Let us choose life! Let us 
say ‘no’ to consumerist greed and to the 
illusion of omnipotence, for these are the 
ways of death. Let us inaugurate farsighted 
processes involving responsible sacrifices 
today for the sake of sure prospects for life 
tomorrow. Let us not give in to the perverse 
logic of quick profit, but look instead to our 
common future!” 26 
 

_________________________________________________________ 
Peter-John Pearson 
Director 
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