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Introduction 

On January 27, 2016, as the Vincentian Mission Institute cohort convened for our 

first meeting on Catholic Higher Education in the U.S. with Rev. Father Holtschneider, 

his comments included, “Catholic institutions continue to reinvent themselves to respond 

to the times, and added, “you don’t get to choose your moment in history.” Pope Francis’ 

second encyclical, Laudato Si' – Care for our Common Home, sets forth the Church’s 

current stand on the environmental issues of our time.  This much anticipated document 

was Pope Francis’ moral and spiritual call to attend to our ecological crisis, especially the 

catastrophic problems caused by climate change and their differential impacts on the poor 

and underserved. This prominent theme of Laudato Si’ speaks directly to the mission and 

identity of a Vincentian, Catholic University in the 21st century. 

On March 14, 2012, DePaul’s President approved an Institutional Sustainability 

Plan (ISP) that was crafted by a team of faculty, staff, administrators and students seeking 

to build a sustainable learning community in response to ecological threats to human and 

non-human life. The team believed this was also a unique opportunity to show the way of 

wisdom that comes from our Catholic, Vincentian and Urban mission.  However, four 

years later the ISP, while providing a host of key recommendations, has not been fully 

implemented at DePaul and has largely stalled.  The relationship between the moral and 

spiritual charge posed by Laudato Si’ and DePaul’s key recommendations of the ISP 

provides a window to examine the way our Catholic heritage is lived, or could be lived, 

on our campuses.  It also provides a new context for Madam de Gondi’s question–“What 

must be done?” in terms of the ecological threat to “our common home” and DePaul 

University’s Vincentian and Catholic mission.  

This case study examines how Laudato Si’ positions the ISP’s key 

recommendations as contemporary expressions of our mission and identity in a pluralistic 

and diverse culture.  More specifically, we will examine the following chapters of 

Laudato Si’, Chapter 2 – The Gospel of Creation, Chapter 4 – Integral Ecology, and 

Chapter 6 – Ecological Education and Spirituality.  After closely examining the 

encyclical, we identify how it frames the central recommendations found in the ISP that 

address 1) Sustainability Curriculum; 2) Sustainability-related Engagement with the 

External Community; 3) Administration, Planning, and Implementation of Sustainability 

Initiatives; and 4) Sustainability Research.  We then “map” Laudato Si’s ecological 

charge onto the ISP recommendations, developing a set of action-items that enable us to 

better highlight, celebrate, and claim the Catholic and Vincentian dimensions of our 

mission, better prepare our students to be “world ready” in the 21st century, and to claim 

sustainability education as a contemporary response to the “Vincentian Question”. 

 

 
 
Definition of principles and concepts:  
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The core Catholic principles found in Laudato Si’ that are relevant to DePaul’s 

Institutional Sustainability Plan (ISP) include, The Gospel of Creation, Integral Ecology, 

and Ecological Education & Spirituality. 

The Gospel of Creation:  

So God created humans in God's own image, in the image 

of God, God created them; male and female God created 

humanity, male and female, God created them.  And God 

blessed them, and God said to them 'Be fruitful and 

multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 

air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth 

(Genesis 1:27-28). 

 Part of the genius of St. Vincent DePaul, and those that work in his legacy, stems 

from his ability to see and find value in what his culture either exploited or ignored and 

abandoned.  The poor had become invisible to the aristocracy and the Church.  St. 

Vincent read the Genesis story of creation with eyes that looked at all humanity, not just 

the favored few.  Indeed, Vincent's reading of Genesis not only gave him insight into his 

work with the poor, it also provides those of us at a diverse and global institution like 

DePaul, whose community members span many faiths or no faiths, the ability to continue 

to interpret this biblical passage.  The Hebrew poet understood God's message of creation 

for all humanity, not just members of his own faith.1  Vincent ministered to all—the rich 

and the poor.  Indeed, he frequently called the poor his masters.  In a remarkably 

distinctive way for its time, Genesis celebrated that all members of humanity were 

created in God's image.  That language revealed to Vincent that he could neither ignore 

nor abandon anyone, thus providing the secure foundation for his legacy of care and 

advocacy for the poor, the vulnerable, and the exploited. 

 In Laudato Si,’ Pope Francis has opened our eyes to a planet where our history, 

our culture and our economy have chosen to ignore or write a different history.  Living in 

this land premised on progress and development through exploitation of our natural 

resources, we have read the Genesis story in a way that emphasizes exclusive dominion 

over the earth for our own gain.  Relying on a particular scriptural exegesis to link 

dominion to complete control to extract and consume these natural resources, many have 

acted throughout history as if such consumption bore no negative consequences for us or 

our posterity. As the consequences of climate change have grown more visible in recent 

years, such unsustainable consumption can no longer be tolerated.  Pope Francis calls us 

back to the Genesis story of creation.  Like St. Vincent, Pope Francis calls us to read the 

story in a 21st century light that not only refers to our times, but hearkens back to the 

original vision of the Genesis story.  In so doing, he offers us a link to Vincent's 

 
1 See for example, Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11, A Commentary, trans. John J. Scullion, S.J., 
(Minneapolis, 1984), 158 ("Every human being of every religion and every place, ever where 
religions are no longer recognized, has been created in the image of God.") 
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remarkable breakthrough in connecting the Gospel of creation to his mission of solidarity 

with the poor to our mission and work today with the environment. 

 Unrestrained development cannot be consistent with the Genesis creation story.  

Pope Francis writes: 

Authentic human development has a moral character.  It 

presumes full respect for the human person, but it must also 

be concerned for the world around us and ‘take into 

account the nature of each being and of its mutual 

connection in an ordered system’. Accordingly, our human 

ability to transform reality must proceed in line with God’s 

original gift of all that is (¶ 5). 

Our work from this moment forward cannot flourish unless we "proceed in line 

with God's original gift."  That gift, moreover, as recorded in Genesis 1:28 has been 

blessed by God.  Claus Westermann informs us that this blessing signifies that God’s gift 

contains a "vital effective power that makes the future possible."2 As a Catholic 

institution, we cannot engage in activities that threaten the future.  By recognizing that 

climate change exposes our human failure to cease our unsustainable habits, Pope Francis 

makes a Catholic, and for us, a Vincentian connection between the poor and the 

environment.  Laudato Si’ recalls that St. Francis teaches us, “…just how inseparable the 

bond is between concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, and 

interior peace (¶ 4).  Pope Frances adds:  

The human environment and the natural environment 

deteriorate together.  We cannot adequately combat 

environmental degradation unless we attend the cause 

related to human and social degradation.  In fact the 

deterioration of the environment and of society affects the 

most vulnerable people on the planet…. (¶ 48). 

Laudato Si’ has its Vincentian moment, however, when Pope Francis recognizes 

that it is not just the poor and those of us currently blessed with sufficient resources that 

face degradation, but the planet itself.  He boldly states, “this is why the earth, herself, 

burdened and laid waste, is among the most abandoned and maltreated of our poor; she 

‘groans in travail’” (rom.8:22) (p. 1).  In effect, he poses the Vincentian question: what 

must be done for the most abandoned and maltreated of our poor?  What must be done to 

ensure that creation remains blessed permitting all to flourish?   

 

Integral Ecology: 

 
2 Ibid, 161. 
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The concept of integral ecology emphasizes that every living organism is 

interdependent by nature and therefore, any understanding of ecological health must 

understand how organisms (human and nonhuman) depend on each other for well being 

and flourishing. Integral ecology also is a highly interdisciplinary approach to ecology, 

stressing the necessity that the social sciences and natural sciences jointly contribute to 

our study of a sustainable environment. Pope Francis states:   

We are faced not with two separate crises, one 

environmental and one social, but rather with 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 (¶139). 

Looking at the problem of environmental degradation and unsustainability from 

the perspective of integral ecology requires that we recognize the way in which our 

human culture is situated in and governed by the natural world that sustains us.  To 

degrade the natural world is to degrade the human livelihood. Pope Francis stresses that 

this idea of integral ecology includes all life forms and demands that we have respect for 

all organisms.  He states: 

Each organism, as a creature of God, is good and admirable 

in itself; the same is true of the harmonious ensemble of 

organisms existing in a defined space and functioning as a 

system. Although we are often not aware of it, we depend 

on these larger systems for our own existence (¶ 140). 

Pope Francis also underscores the general understanding of sustainable 

development, as that which meets the needs of the present population without 

compromising the capacity of future generations to meet their own needs.   He cautions, 

“Leaving an inhabitable planet to future generations is, first and foremost, up to us. The 

issue is one which dramatically affects us, for it has to do with the ultimate meaning of 

our earthly sojourn” (¶ 155).   He continues to say, “The environment is . . .on loan to 

each generation, which must then hand it on to the next.  An integral ecology is marked 

by this broader vision” (¶ 159). 

Ecological Education and Spirituality:  

Pope Francis reminds us of two central, and closely related, themes; the need for 

us to change as individuals, and the need for that individual change to form the basis of a 

broader societal change. Laudato Si’ reveals our distinct moment in time and poses an 

educational challenge to DePaul.  This challenge goes to the core of our mission as a 

university, to educate our students and to contribute to the growth of human knowledge. 

Yet it calls on us to educate in a different way, leading our students to understand their 

place in the world and their stewardship of the world. By instilling this understanding in 

our students we create the basis of true community action. Francis states: 
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Social problems must be addressed by community 

networks and not simply by the sum of individual good 

deeds. This task “will make such tremendous demands of 

man that he could never achieve it individual initiative or 

even by the united effort of men bred in an individualistic 

way. The work of dominating the world calls for a union of 

skills and a unity of achievement that can only grow from a 

quite different attitude.” The ecological conversion needed 

to bring about lasting change in also a community 

conversion (¶ 219). 

While the efforts sought here are educational, these efforts must extend beyond 

facts, figures, and ‘ecological citizenship’ and feature the development of an ethics of 

ecology; helping students “grow in solidarity, responsibility and compassionate care”.  

By educating students in this way we develop not only their intellect, but can instill in 

them a community ethic, a sense of caring for each other and the world. It is this sense of 

caring, of social love, that is the bridge between education and spirituality noted in the 

chapter title. As Francis notes, “Living our vocation to be protectors of God’s handiwork 

is essential to a life of virtue; it is not an optional or a secondary aspect of our Christian 

experience” (¶ 217). 

As Catholic universities, our vocation to teach is at the heart of what we do.  Living that 

vocation allows us to more fully realize our Catholic identity and mission. 

Social love moves us to devise larger strategies to halt 

environmental degradation and to encourage a ‘culture of 

care’ which permeates all of society. When we feel that 

God is calling us to intervene with others in these social 

dynamics, we should realize that this too is part of our 

spirituality, which is an exercise of the charity and, as such, 

matures and sanctifies us (¶ 231). 

Analysis and application of principles to the case study:   

In this section, we map the principles and concepts defined above to the key 

recommendations of DePaul’s Institutional Sustainability Plan (ISP). 

 Laudato Si,' thus calls DePaul and its Institutional Sustainability Plan to engage in 

a Vincent-like practice of opening the blessings of the Genesis creation story for us to 

live today.  Dominion over the earth, a dominion charged with keeping the blessing alive 

for future generations, becomes one of stewardship and engagement with the culture 

rather than exploitation.  By keeping the blessing alive, dominion becomes twinned with 

stewardship to ensure that neither the poor nor society deteriorate to the point that the 

planet can no longer sustain life.  The plan, moreover, marks another Catholic and 

Vincentian understanding.  Ex Cordia Ecclesia names one “essential characteristic…for 

any Catholic university” as “a Christian inspiration not only of individuals but also for 
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the university community.”3  Sustainability, as the DePaul plan incorporates, necessitates 

a community effort not just an individual effort. The threats to the planet cannot be 

addressed by individuals, but instead by a community gathered for the mission.  In 

Vincentian language, a mission to the most vulnerable—the poor and the planet. 

 The continuity of the Gospel blessing promising a future for humanity faces an 

existential challenge as climate change continues to reduce our options for the health and 

well-being of humanity and the planet.  Since the days when the Hebrew poets revealed 

God's vision for humanity, people have struggled with incorporating that vision into their 

lives and culture. Vincent demonstrated one way in his ministry with the poor.   Laudato 

Si’ now offers a similar call to the DePaul community.  Powerful forces throughout the 

world seek to deny that vision and make implementation of the DePaul Sustainability 

Initiative difficult.  Yet, as Roger Shinn noted, "Creative change can come when pressure 

is joined to a vision.  A leader—a Martin Luther King, Jr. for example, can organize 

pressure against a system, while verbalizing a dream that has at least some allure for the 

society at large."4  The Genesis story reveals the blessing of creation.  Laudato Si' now 

calls us to take up the travail of creation to ensure the blessing of future generations.  We 

are asked, what must be done—our vision and our actions can follow the practice of St. 

Vincent DePaul and inspire creative change called for under Laudato Si'. 

ISP Key Recommendation 1: The University should expand and develop sustainability 

related and sustainability focused curricula. 

In Laudato Si’ Pope Francis states that we require  “educators capable of 

developing an ethic of ecology, and helping people, through effective pedagogy, to grow 

in solidarity, responsibility and compassionate care” (¶ 211).  While he believes that 

education is necessary for us all, he stresses that this education needs target the young 

because “[g]ood education plants seeds when we are young, and these continue to bear 

fruit throughout life” (¶ 213). Sustainability should be instituted across the curriculum, 

preferably in core parts of the liberal studies, not just in selected programs/classes. We 

are charged with educating students in a new way, to teach them to think in a community 

sense, so see stewardship as essential and consumerism as false. All students must have 

exposure to sustainability, not just those that select it. 

Because Integral Ecology is interdisciplinary by nature we need to develop 

interdisciplinary curricular programs that address the complexities of our current 

ecological crisis.  DePaul has developed a number of curricular programs, especially at 

the graduate level, that directly address sustainability.  This includes the M.S. in 

Sustainable Management, the M.A. in Sustainable Urban Development, and the 

concentration in Sustainability in the M.B.A. program.  However, we have not devoted 

this type of curricular development to our undergraduate programs.  In Laudato Si’ Pope 

Francis states:  

 
3 Monika Hellig, “What Makes Our Colleges Catholic” in A Handbook for Trustees of Catholic Colleges 
and Universities, p. 47. 
4 Roger Lincoln Shinn, Forced Options: Social Decisions for the 21st Century, (San Francisco, 1982), 
197. 
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We urgently need a humanism capable of bringing 

together the different fields of knowledge, including 

economics, in the service of a more integral and integrating 

vision. Today, the analysis of environmental problems 

cannot be separated from the analysis of human, family, 

work-related and urban contexts, nor from how individuals 

relate to themselves, which leads in turn to how they relate 

to others and to the environment (¶ 173). 

Like our graduate programs, our undergraduate programs need a firm 

commitment to education about sustainability across the disciplines.  This could take 

place through requiring a sustainability class in the liberal studies program.  Or, it could 

occur by having sustainability themes encouraged in our liberal studies program classes, 

allowing all those receiving an undergraduate degree from DePaul the opportunity to see 

how integral ecology operates throughout fields of knowledge. 

ISP Key Recommendation 2: The University should continue working to reduce its 

greenhouse gas emissions and build a more sustainable food service system. 

We must develop a committed and definitive turn toward renewable energy 

sources to fuel our facilities.  Currently, DePaul is purchasing 5% of its electrical energy 

requirement from renewable sources.  This percent must increase in an effort to reduce 

our greenhouse gas emissions.  It should be noted, however, that since 2002 DePaul has 

reduced university-wide carbon emissions by 30%, which is an impressive amount.  But 

still, we could do more.  The goal is to have an 80% reduction by 2040.  This is similar to 

international efforts by the United Nations and the Paris Climate Agreement.  DePaul has 

also committed $6 million in energy related projects as part of the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency’s Energy Star Challenge.  These projects focus mainly on HVAC and 

lighting systems.   

We must work with a food delivery system that sources local, organic, produce 

and a de-emphasis on meat options (heavy carbon polluters – see U.N.s - 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports).  While our dining services 

provider, Chartwells, has been making efforts to move dining services in a more 

sustainable direction, this area could use significant improvement.  They have instituted a 

Meatless Monday’s campaign by offering meatless options at each of their food stations.  

However, they could take this initiative further and make this a truly meatless Monday, 

where no meat protein is offered through our dining services one day a week.  

Furthermore, they need to have a more committed effort to purchase food from locally 

owned, small family farms.  Chartwells states that they partnered with over 2,000 family 

farmers, but they don’t define what they consider to be a “family farmer” and they don’t 

indicate if they are locally-owned family farms.  We need more transparency in our food 

sources to know if we are creating a more sustainable food service system. 

ISP Key Recommendation 3: The University should devote more resources to train 

faculty and staff in sustainable practices, especially in purchasing and procurement. 
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Pope Francis calls for a community response to the growing ecological crisis and 

DePaul must lead the community, both the higher education and the local business 

community, by example.  Francis notes, “the great need for a sense of social 

responsibility on the part of consumers.  Purchasing is always a moral and not simply 

economic act” (Section 206). By adopting sustainability as a criterion for purchasing, 

further reducing our carbon emissions, becoming a leader in recycling and paperless 

administration, and making greater efforts in dining options DePaul publicly makes those 

moral choices and shows others that they can be done in the context of sound business 

practices. This has the effect of promoting these choices not just by organizations, but by 

individuals in their homes, extending the community of action. Francis observes, “Only 

by cultivating sound virtues will people be able to make a selfless ecological 

commitment” (¶ 211). 

In Laudato Si’ Pope Francis states:  

Authentic human development has a moral character.  It 

presumes full respect for the human person, but it must also be 

concerned for the world around us and ‘take into account the 

nature of each being and its mutual connection in an ordered 

system’ (¶ 5).  

DePaul must take a leadership role in higher education, providing intellectual and moral 

guidance for our community in regards to our ecological crisis.  We can do this by 

starting on our own campus, training students, faculty, and staff in sustainable office and 

lifestyle procedures and abiding by sustainable purchasing and procurement guidelines. 

We must encourage sustainable practices and consumption at our own university 

to inspire our members and leave a smaller ecological footprint.  One way to do this is by 

“walking our talk” and having Green Office Practices training, offering competitions for 

recycling and energy savings among various offices and departments, and offering 

regularly scheduled sustainability workshops on a number of issues for faculty, staff, and 

students.  We also must follow the advice of DePaul’s Institutional Sustainability Plan: 

The University’s Procurement Services should establish a “Sustainable Purchasing 

Program” (SPP) that incorporates environmentally sustainable purchasing, recognition 

and support of vendor sustainability initiatives, responsible disposal of university 

supplies and equipment and promoting financial sustainability through university 

contracts and departmental purchasing. The SPP will guide the University’s purchasing 

decisions and strategy as well as develop a culture that embeds sustainable purchasing by 

educating the university community on best practices relating to their day-to-day and 

long-term buying practices. 

By establishing these programs within the workplace we create a collective 

action, a community network going beyond the individual.  

Self-improvement on the part of individuals will not by 

itself remedy the extremely complex situation facing our 
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world today. Individuals can lose their ability and freedom 

to escape the utilitarian mindset (¶ 219). 

ISP Key Recommendation 4: The University should create infrastructure staffing and 

resources necessary to expand, develop, and create opportunities for collaborative, 

sustainability-focused research. 

We need a Center, situated perhaps in Academic Affairs, that can coordinate 

sustainability research and other efforts that originate from a number of different 

colleges, departments, and offices across the university.  A coordinating resource would 

make sure that faculty and staff from different disciplines could work together on 

sustainability-focused research.  As Pope Francis states in Laudato Si’:  

Due to the number and variety of factors to be taken into 

account when determining the environmental impact of a 

concrete undertaking, it is essential to give researchers their 

due role, to facilitate their interaction, and to ensure broad 

academic freedom. Ongoing research should also give us a 

better understanding of how different creatures relate to one 

another in making up the larger units which today we term 

‘ecosystems’ (¶ 140). 

A resource that coordinates research efforts would ensure that we are able to 

“facilitate [the] interaction” of research coming from a variety of academic backgrounds. 

The Institutional Sustainability Plan states that sustainability affects many parts of our 

society, from the natural sciences, to the social sciences, to economics, to the arts, 

which means that sustainability research should be a collaborative endeavor that brings 

together the many disciplines of a single sustainability project. Working collaboratively, 

a team can work together to unravel complex topics that affect many research areas.  

We must streamline our organizational structure geared toward sustainability, including 

institutes involved in sustainability research. This will be accomplished incrementally 

through networking among concerned institutes in a guided but voluntary fashion. 

Appointing sustainability research coordinators can facilitate this process. 

This cannot be disentangled from our educational mission, from living our 

vocation. If we teach we must also study, research and analyze.  This scholarship informs 

our teaching and transforms the students who engage in scholarship with us.  As Francis 

says: 

If we want to bring about deep change, we need to realize 

that certain mindsets really do influence our behavior. Our 

efforts at education will be inadequate and ineffectual 

unless we strive to promote a new way of thinking about 

human beings, life, society and our relationship with nature 

(¶ 215). 



 11 

If we see Laudato Si’ as a call to create a community network with collective 

action on the ecological crisis, we need to see ourselves as but a part of that community. 

Our vocation is to educate and pass knowledge to our students, who then complete the 

next steps toward this transformation. 

Conclusion  

DePaul’s Institutional Sustainability Plan gives clear direction as to “What Must 

Be Done?” by our institution in the face of the potentially devastating ecological crisis 

that we now face.  It states: 

DePaul is uniquely positioned to respond to these trends 

and to take a leadership role in sustainability because of 

its Catholic, Vincentian, urban mission. Students, faculty, 

and staff who are deeply committed to DePaul’s mission 

have the capacity to integrate sustainability– and its 

underlying moral concerns – in the [Curriculum, 

Operations, Research, and Engagement] C.O.R.E. of 

DePaul’s activities. From curriculum to operations to 

faculty research to community engagement, DePaul is in 

a position to become the model of a faith-based, urban 

university focused on addressing the most pressing 

challenges facing poor and marginalized communities. 

Because Sustainability is so clearly linked with our Catholic and Vincentian 

Mission, at this point it is worth revisiting our framing question - “In what ways does 

the focus on sustainability function to build DePaul’s capacity to be an agent of social 

transformation?”  The Institutional Sustainability Plan helps us answer this question in 

the following way, we can be an agent of transformation by continuing to develop a 

robust, interdisciplinary undergraduate and graduate curricula, by encouraging research 

that addresses pressing social problems, by inspiring meaningful and lasting community 

engagement, and by the way we build a diverse community animated by a common 

model of service and social justice.   Achieving this goal will require a robust, centrally-

organized institutional structure capable of allowing the DePaul Sustainability Network 

to infuse sustainability across C.O.R.E. and to assist in disseminating the “good news” 

about sustainability at DePaul. 

We close with a quote from Laudato Si’ that best reflects the overall challenge 

DePaul must accept and confront in order to fulfill our Catholic and Vincentian mission 

as it relates to our ecological crisis: 

The majority of people living on our planet profess to be 

believers. This should spur religions to dialogue among 

themselves for the sake of protecting nature, defending the 

poor, and building networks of respect and fraternity. 

Dialogue among the various sciences is likewise needed, 
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since each can tend to become enclosed in its own 

language, while specialization leads to a certain isolation 

and the absolutization of its own field of knowledge. This 

prevents us from confronting environmental problems 

effectively. An open and respectful dialogue is also needed 

between the various ecological movements, among which 

ideological conflicts are not infrequently encountered. The 

gravity of the ecological crisis demands that we all look to 

the common good, embarking on a path of dialogue which 

demands patience, self-discipline and generosity, always 

keeping in mind that ‘realities are greater than ideas’ (¶ 

201). 


