
Introduction

this paper looks that the relationship
between human dignity and human
ecology. it first briefly traces the ori-

gins of  human dignity and its present-day
usage, and then points out the different
philosophical, historical and ecological cur-
rents that minimize or deny dignity. next it
presents a correct vision of  human beings in
relation to their surroundings from a chris-
tian perspective that is termed human ecol-
ogy. From this perspective, the ecological
problem can be resolved only we accept god
as creator, and humans as creatures given a
gift to care for nature as priest, prophet and
king. A christian understanding of  human
dignity recognizes our spiritual nature dam-
aged by sin but also capable of  growth in
virtues to tackle the ecological challenge
morally and responsibly. Against a utilitarian
and consumerist tendency, this will also entail
recognition of  the value of  human life at all
stages of  development. man’s higher calling
also avoids the two extremes of  optimism
and pessimism, by penetrating the mystery of
eschatological hope.

Human Dignity and Challenges from the Ecology

Movements

there is a recent interest regarding the ques-
tion of  human dignity in bioethics. Even
though dignity is a relatively common term,
there are scholars who find it too non-spe-
cific, generic or even ideological1. the multi-
disciplinary study of  Human Dignity and

Bioethics published by the President’s council

on Bioethics demonstrates that dignity is not
a simple concept but one that embraces dif-
ferent notions derived from many sources:
classical greco-Roman writers, the Judeo-
christian tradition, modern philosophy and
the language of  human rights. 
the instruction Dignitas Personae published by
the congregation for the doctrine of  the
Faith best expounds the catholic position on
human dignity2. this document categorically
affirms that human dignity is intrinsic and
present in all human persons from concep-
tion to natural death (no. 1). Respect for
human dignity implies, therefore, protection
of  human life and the integrity of  the pro-
creative act which constitutes the basis of
marriage and family life (no. 6). the theolog-
ical foundations of  human dignity are mani-
fold. A theological basis of  our dignity is the
goodness of  our creation in the image and
likeness of  god. Furthermore, the magis-
terium makes the argument for intrinsic
human dignity from a christian perspective.
Finally, the eschatological dimension is pres-
ent in this vision of  human dignity since our
end is to live in eternity with god3.
the notion of  human dignity also finds some
opposition in the ecology movement. Para-
doxically, certain environmental groups
which advocate against animal cruelty would
support the destruction of  human lives, es-
pecially in their earliest stages. i have de-
scribed the historical and philosophical
backdrop to this misanthropic vision of  dig-
nity in another paper. Some of  its conclu-
sions are summarized here4.
one cause of  this vision is scientific materi-
alism which reduces humans to the level of
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things. A materialistic and mechanistic con-
ception of  man and nature posits a universe
where there can be no differences between
human beings and animals. there is no place
for the human soul either. this line of  think-
ing is found in the evolutionary theories of
darwin and his followers who suggest that
we are not substantially superior to animals,
as human behaviors are just more complex
evolved variations of  primitive animal cul-
tures5. Richard dawkins, a modern disciple
of  this theory, explains the evolution of
morality in The Selfish Gene6. Human behav-
iors are thus interpreted in terms of  animal-
istic stimulus-response of  “appetites and
aversions”7.
Another materialistic conception of  man
which poses a challenge to human dignity is
transhumanism. in place of  random chance
of  evolution, transhu-
manists campaign for self-
directed enhancement of
humans by overcoming
our present limitations
with modern technology.
they believe that we may
reengineer the human
race through artificial in-
telligence, cybernetics,
nanotechnology, cryopreservation, regenera-
tive medicine, stem cells therapy, cloning, the
creation of  hybrids and chimeras, and other
similar technologies. As i have stated else-
where, this understanding considers human
nature to be liquid and changing rather than
stable and universal. in fact, technology be-
comes the tool to manipulate our human na-
ture, but at a great risk of  losing our
humanity in this process8.
Another corollary to this challenge is found
in the exaltation of  animal and environmental
rights. in the Judeo-christian tradition, hu-
mans are special among all creatures because
they are created in the image and likeness of
god. critics find this understanding too an-
thropocentric and wish to extend this special
status to animals, plants, and nature as bearers
of  dignity and rights. Bioethicist Peter Singer
is perhaps the most out-spoken in this regard,
and considers the idea that human beings are

superior to any other non-human species a
form of  discrimination or “speciesism”. Hu-
mans are in reality no different from animals,
just another form of  great apes9. if  humans
are not special, then they have no special dig-
nity. 
Whether humans have special dignity or not
can have great implications on the ecological
question. As we have seen, secular visions
that disregards human dignity tend to fluctu-
ate between optimism and pessimism with re-
gards to our ecological future. optimists are
excessively presumptions in conceiving a
utopian prospect where technology can
transform humanity and its environment. We
see this in the transhumanist proposal, but
this optimistic outlook is also found among
christian thinkers such as teilhard de
chardin (1881-1955) whose philosophy is

heavily influenced by the
idealism of  Hegel10. 
Pessimists, on the other
hand, are often alarmed
by the dangers humanity
poses to his environs
through greed and irre-
sponsibility. deep ecolo-
gists accuse humans of
exploiting and abusing the

environment causing pollution, deforestation,
climate changes, animal extinctions, and over-
population, etc. As a result, the earth is over-
populated and there are not sufficient
resources for sustained development, with
disastrous consequences11. in this paradigm,
Alan gregg asserts, “the world has cancer
and the cancer is man”12.
once again, both the optimist and the pes-
simist miss the mark because of  their mate-
rialistic prejudice. By negating finality in
creation and our spiritual capacity, the predic-
tions of  technological well-being or hopeless
dystopia are flawed. in this light, the chris-
tian response offers a surprising alternative
to the modern dilemma.

Moral and human ecology

it is unfortunate that some schools of  envi-
ronmentalists consider christianity to be an
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enemy rather than an ally. the caricature of
christian views as egoistic anthropocentrism
is not accurate. careful reading of  the Book

of  Genesis, and recent pronouncements of  the
catholic magisterium reveal a very different
picture. Although the environmental question
was already of  concern in the pontificate of
Paul Vi and the Second Vatican council, it
was John Paul ii who developed and popu-
larized the language of  “human ecology”
which made its ways into magisterial writings
in subsequent pontificates13. Benedict XVi
summarizes this teaching in his encyclical
Caritas in Veritate:

The Church has a responsibility towards creation and
she must assert this responsibility in the public
sphere. in so doing, she must defend not only
earth, water and air as gifts of  creation that
belong to everyone. She must above all pro-
tect mankind from self-destruction. there is
need for what might be called a human ecol-
ogy, correctly understood. the deterioration
of  nature is in fact closely connected to the
culture that shapes human coexistence: when

“human ecology” is respected within society, environ-

mental ecology also benefits. Just as human virtues
are interrelated, such that the weakening of
one places others at risk, so the ecological sys-
tem is based on respect for a plan that affects
both the health of  society and its good rela-
tionship with nature14.

the language of  human ecology is an at-
tempt to recapture the sense of  human dig-
nified actions with regards to his
environment. christian theology emphasizes
the harmonious relationship between human
beings, nature, and god. god the creator has
given humanity the gift of  nature, something
that he or she has to take care of  and culti-
vate. the relationship between man and his
environment should not be one of  power of
domination, but should be shaped by har-
mony and responsibility. Even the non-be-
lieving philosopher, Jürgen Habermas,
observes that our common status as creatures
is the basis of  our radical equality. He is wor-
ried about the practices of  liberal eugenics
which can undermine this and the foundation
of  western democracy15. 

Paul Haffner explains how redeemed human-
ity has the vocation as priest, prophet and
king in christian spirituality 16. Biblical ex-
egetes have agreed that in the first chapter of
Genesis, the account of  creation is liturgical,
with man placed in the center of  creation as
a priest. Hence, his priestly duty consists in
liturgical worship of  god through the temple
of  nature. this aspect of  sanctification of
the cosmic temple of  the world is empha-
sized in orthodox spirituality. Western chris-
tianity has focused on the part of  Genesis

where man is considered the crown of  cre-
ation and entrusted with the task of  naming
the created order, ruling it and cultivating it
responsibly. it is both a kingly mission and
stewardship to look after the master’s prop-
erty while he is away17. monastic movements
and Franciscan spirituality have embraced
this spirit of  harmonious coexistence and
stewardship of  nature. Recently, the Re-
formed traditions have underlined the
prophetic dimension of  announcing the need
for radical solidarity and justice in the care of
environment18.
in reality, a balanced understanding of  the
proper relationship between humans and
their surroundings must involve a proper un-
derstanding of  man’s dignity. When human
dignity is denied, his roles as priest, steward
or prophet diminish and so the ecological
problem becomes more acute. in fact, the
ecological problem is foremost a spiritual-
moral problem. Humanity has been given
creation so that man can carry out god’s
plan, but it is sin that makes him act as a lone
protagonist and egotistic seeker of  personal
gratification. When we have lost the sense of
god as creator, we mistreat nature and other
creatures, because the sense of  being a stew-
ard is lost as is the need to worship god
through the temple of  nature19. Pope Bene-
dict XVi asked in a 2009 audience address:

is it not true that an irresponsible use of  cre-
ation begins precisely where god is marginal-
ized or even denied? if  the relationship
between human creatures and the creator is
forgotten, matter is reduced to a selfish pos-
session, man becomes the “last word”, and
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the purpose of  human existence is reduced to
a scramble for the maximum number of  pos-
sessions possible20. 

the problem with a materialistic concept of
man, devoid of  his spirituality, actually re-
duces his responsibility towards his environ-
ment. Pope John Paul ii recognizes that the
question of  environmental ecology is above
all a question of  moral ecology in his Encycli-
cal Centesimus Annus: 

in addition to the irrational destruction of
the natural environment, we must also men-
tion 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 ex-
tinction, because they realize that each of
these species makes its particular contribu-
tion to the balance of  nature in general, too
little effort is made to safeguard the moral con-

ditions for an authentic “human ecology” 21.

While it is true that humans are partly re-
sponsible for many wounds inflicted on the
environment, it is also true that they can be
the solution to these problems once there is
conversion of  heart. this change involves
recognizing that ecology is first of  all an eth-
ical question and humanity cannot be domi-
nated by utilitarianism, consumerism and
technological solutions. While the damage to
the environment comes from our actions, it
is only through growth in virtue and moral
strength that we can repair this damage22.
the reversal of  this technocratic and utilitar-
ian mindset also linked the ecology problem
to that of  the aforementioned question of
human dignity. Both John Paul ii and Bene-
dict XVi have repeatedly linked respect for
the environment with respect for the invio-
lability of  human life23. John Paul ii writes in
Evangelium Vitae: 

to defend and promote life, to show rever-
ence and love for it, is a task which god en-
trusts to every man, calling him as his living

image to share in his own lordship over the
world… it is the ecological question-rang-
ing from the preservation of  the natural
habitats of  the different species of  animals
and other forms to “human ecology” prop-
erly speaking-which one finds in the Bible a
clear and strong ethical direction leading to
a solution which respects the great good of
life, of  every life… When it comes to the
natural world, we are subject not only to bi-
ological laws but also to moral ones, which
cannot be violated with impunity24.

Eschatology, Salvation and Hope

the materialistic worldview is one without fi-
nality and hope. doubts regarding ecology
are manifestations of  a lack of  hope in hu-
manity’s future, in a world without god and
his providence. in fact, there is a certain con-
vergence in the two political spectrums of
communism or liberation theology and capi-
talism: the first seeks a new world order
through political revolution, the latter
through unlimited scientific progress, but
both attempt to bring about heaven on earth
by human efforts25. 
in contrast, for believers, human beings have
dignity not only because they are bearers of
the image of  god, but because of  the exalted
state brought forth by christ’s redemption
and their eschatological destiny. As Benedict
writes in the Encyclical Spe Salvi, the christian
understanding of  hope is very different from
technological hope. in the sphere of  our eco-
logical future, our hope must also be found
in something greater than us:

[o]ur contemporary age has developed the
hope of  creating a perfect world that,
thanks to scientific knowledge and to scien-
tifically based politics, seemed to be achiev-
able. thus Biblical hope in the kingdom of
god has been displaced by hope in the
kingdom of  man, the hope of  a better
world which would be the real “kingdom
of  god”. this seemed at last to be the great
and realistic hope that man needs… But
these are not enough without the great
hope, which must surpass everything else.
this great hope can only be god, who en-
compasses the whole of  reality and who can
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bestow upon us what we, by ourselves, can-
not attain. the fact that it comes to us as a
gift is actually part of  hope.26
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