Lent 2016: The Spiritual Works of Mercy & Laudato si’

To comfort the afflicted
Teresa White FCJ
‘O if we but knew what we do’, wrote Gerard Manley Hopkins as
he despaired over the way in which he saw the natural world
suffer at the hands of humankind. This attentiveness to and
solidarity with the suffering of a fragile planet and its most
vulnerable inhabitants is a Spiritual Work of Mercy, writes
Teresa White FCJ: comforting the afflicted is at the very core of
what it means to be merciful.
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powers to manipulate and exploit the material world,
what it seems to need most protecting from is us.

Two years later, in
, Pope Francis broadens
and reinforces his vision to address environmental
concerns head-on, insisting that our obligation to care
for the poor and needy must also include the earth
itself. He encourages us to cultivate what Thomas
Berry called a more benign mode of presence 4, recognising that never have we so hurt and mistreated our
common home as we have in the last two hundred
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This means examining our lifestyle, and, in the words
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consumption with sacrifice, greed with generosity,
wastefulness with the spirit of sharing 6
calls our attention to the fact that many of
the ecological problems we face today are the result of
human insensitivity to the environment. We have
placed ourselves and our advancement at the centre of
things, and by our amazing inventions have set in
motion multiple changes so rapid that they do not
give the earth time to adapt. Climate change has
global, physical consequences, but because it affects
the poorer countries far more severely than the richer,
it is also a matter of social justice. In the spirit of
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To be merciful, to comfort the afflicted, means to
enter into the suffering of others, to walk beside them,
to help them, to tend their wounds.
encourages us to broaden our horizons by extending
this loving concern towards the natural world. Gerard
Manley Hopkins does just this in many of his poems.
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second half of the poem reflects his longing for a
deeper awareness of the abuse and misuse of our
relationship with nature:
O if we but knew what we do
When we delve or hew
Hack and rack the growing green!
Since country is so tender
To touch, her being so slender,
... even where we mean
To mend her we end her,
When we hew or delve:
7
After-comers cannot guess the beauty been.

At the end of the day, just as we cannot love God
without loving one another, how can we truly love
one another without loving and respecting the earth
which is our common home? In that home, as Pope
Francis reminds us, every creature has its own value
and significance 8 and it is our responsibility to meet
the needs of the present with concern for all and
without prejudice towards coming generations 9. If we
could attune ourselves to the inherent and profound
harmony between God and everything that exists,
then humanity would flourish in our evolving
universe and we would learn how to live in blessed
solidarity with the whole of creation.

Sister Teresa White belongs to the Faithful Companions of
Jesus. A former teacher, she spent many years in the ministry of
spirituality at Katherine House, a retreat and conference
centre run by her congregation in Salford.
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