
Chapter 10: Justice and the Environment

Getting Started
Introduce teens to the concept of caring for the environment by summarizing, in your own words, the mate-

rial on page 183 of the Teacher’s Manual, “Introducing the Chapter.” Optionally, you may also have them read
the chapter summary on pages 266–267 of the Student Text; or ask them to read about a Catholic view of the
environment on pages 251–254. Then have them read the following story.

The Story
The author of this article is director of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops’ environmental justice program.

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE: A CATHOLIC VOICE
By Walter E. Grazer
A new and distinctively Catholic voice on environmental issues has evolved over the last decade. It links tra-

ditional Church teaching on creation, the common good, social justice, and stewardship to major environmen-
tal challenges. This often overlooked development is found in initiatives in parishes, schools, and other Catholic
institutions across the country:

• In the Northwest, the bishops issued a major pastoral reflection on the Columbia River that offers a moral
vision of pursuing the common good in the midst of polarization and conflict. . . .

Access the rest of the story at www.americamagazine.org/gettext.cfm?articleTypeID=1&textID=3379&
issueID=468 from America magazine.

Discussion
Lead the teens in a discussion of the following questions:
1. The Church insists that respect for human life and dignity goes hand in hand with care of the environment.

What specific examples from the article show how the Church is taking this approach?
For example, the National Council of Catholic Women is addressing environmental health hazards and threats to poor
children; the National Catholic Rural Life Conference is helping local communities to address the human and environ-
mental effects of large-scale hog farming; dioceses in Connecticut are building a coalition of civic, low-income, and envi-
ronmental groups to address the effect urban sprawl has on the community and the land.

2. What is a defining element of the Church’s contribution to the environmental debate?
The Church links care for the environment with concern for people who live in poverty.
Why is concern for the poor such an important part of work for the environment?
The poor are more vulnerable to environmental hazards because they often live on the margins of society and often have
no voice in debates about the environment.

3. What role does the author suggest that solidarity and concern for the common good might play in debates
over environmental issues?
Concern for the common good and solidarity provide an alternative to polarizing political arguments in which there
are “winners” and “losers.”

4. The author lists three challenges that face the Church as it tries to bring its faith to bear on the environmen-
tal crisis. What challenges would you add to this list?

Take Action
Creating an environmentally responsible parish or school
• In this activity, teens evaluate their school or parish to identify areas where the community could practice

better care for God’s creation.
• Download and print out the “ELCA Environmental Audit Guide for Congregations, Schools and Other

Groups” from the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America website at www.elca.org/dcs/epr/
environment/pdf/envaudit.pdf. Make enough copies for the teens to share in small groups.

• Divide the teens into small teams. Excluding the “Communication” section, the audit contains ten sections
focusing on different aspects of environmental stewardship; each team will focus on one section (or, if there



are fewer than ten teams, more than one section) of the audit.
• Explain to the teens that they will be using the guide to evaluate how well their parish or school is imple-

menting environmentally friendly practices.
• Walk through the audit with them, summarizing the purpose of each section. Ask each team to take owner-

ship of one of the audit’s sections.
• Allow the teens time to conduct their evaluation, using the audit as a guide. This activity can be scaled

according to the amount of time you have available. For example, if you plan to spend less than an hour on
the activity, the teens’ evaluations will necessarily be limited to what they can immediately observe in the
environment of the parish or school. Otherwise, teens may need the assistance of staff from the parish or
school to complete the audit.

• When the teens have finished their work, have each team present its findings to the whole group. Collate
the findings in a master copy of the audit.

• Discuss with the teens what the parish or school might do to improve its stewardship of the environment.
Challenge them to explore possible obstacles to implementing their suggestions, such as costs and inconven-
iences. What guidance does Catholic social teaching offer for weighing the costs and benefits of caring for
creation?

• This activity can be enhanced by having the teens present their findings to the parish council or the school’s
governing body for possible implementation.

Additional Activities
• Have teens debate the landfill case study on page 264 of the Student Text.

Additional Resources
For additional books, videos, and websites related to this topic, see pages 183–185 of the Teacher’s Manual.


