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This year’s National Youth Sunday is the third one in a row with a LiveSimply theme. So far, we’ve had living simply and living in solidarity with the poor, so this time we’re thinking, praying and acting about living sustainably. But these three strands of LiveSimply aren’t three separate things – on the contrary, they’re all interconnected. They challenge us to take a good look at how we relate to ourselves and our lifestyle; to our brothers and sisters both near and far who live in poverty; and to the planet on which we live and the other creatures with which we share it. All these things are about connections, and they’re all connected with each other. That’s why LiveSimply is such a challenge! But it also means that when we respond creatively to that challenge, we end up making connections that we might not have made before. We understand more deeply that there’s a link between the choices that we make in the clothes shop and the working conditions of those who make the clothes we buy. We appreciate more profoundly that the choices we make when we buy our food may well contribute to deforestation, climate change and the way in which the people who grow the food live their lives. All these things are interconnected and the way that we play our part in them affects everything – our lives, the lives of other people and the life of the planet.

As we begin to reflect on this, a few questions can be our guide: What kind of connections do I want to make as I live my life? What might my life look like if I made more life-giving connections with other people? What might our world look like if more of our links with other creatures were life-enriching, rather than life-threatening? What kind of a future do we want for our world?

‘Be the change you wish to see in the world’

This idea of Gandhi’s challenges us to look a little deeper at living sustainably than we usually do. We’re starting to get used to thinking about lifestyle issues – whether we really need to take that short-haul flight, to travel by car when we could walk, etc. In a way, this involves asking ourselves something that we’ve all been asked at some point in our lives (usually when we’re up to no good!): ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Thinking about what we’re doing is a good step to take in our efforts to live sustainably. Lots of different campaigns today are encouraging us to use energy-efficient light bulbs, to turn the central heating down a little, to wash at 30º rather than 40º. Recycling and composting are becoming more popular, more people are eating food that is produced organically and tries to give a better quality of life to the plants and animals we eat.

All of this is good and goes a long way to helping us live more sustainably. But Ghandi is challenging us to take another step, too – he is asking us not just to make the change we want to see in the world, but to be that change. If we’re going to keep up our commitment to living sustainably, we’ll need to make real and life-giving connections between what we do and who we are. We’ll need to find answers to a deeper question – one that, again, I’m sure we’ve all heard at some stage in our lives: ‘Who do you think you are?’

There are many ways to try to answer this deeper question in a positive way. One is to see the current state of the planet as a problem that is being posed to human ingenuity, one that we can solve technologically. If our answer to who we are is that we are problem-solvers, what we need to do is to find ways to offset carbon emissions by planting trees, to capture carbon dioxide and pump it into the earth’s crust to stop it entering the atmosphere. We need to make food production more efficient so that we can continue to feed the increasing population of the world, to find ways of generating power using alternative technologies. This is an image of what it means to be human, but is it the one that we want? Are we just problem-solvers, users of technology, or is there more to life than this? Does this answer to the question find a life-giving way to harmonise living simply, sustainably and in solidarity with the poor, or is it really only applicable to those of us who happen to live in the affluent North and West?

Coming up with an alternative answer is maybe not as hard as it seems at first sight. If we think a bit about how who we are and what we do has developed so far in our lives, it won’t be long, I’m sure, before we start talking about the groups and communities that we’ve grown up in. As a Salesian of Don Bosco, if I reflect on this it’s the Salesian Family that springs to mind straight away. Through the friendships and working relationships that have shaped my life as a Salesian, I have been encouraged by many people to expand my horizons in ways that have sometimes been surprising, but always life-enriching and fulfilling. Some of those encounters have been extremely challenging, but what has been central to them is that I have felt valued not only for what I can do but, more importantly, for who I am. The Salesians with whom I’ve lived have helped me to make my contribution to the mission and activity of the community, but have done much more than that. By living and working together, they have helped me to become a Salesian: I can put my life at the service of the young and the poor because I know who I am. This sense of who I really am flows into what I do and is demonstrated (I hope!) in how I live my life.

We’re probably more used to thinking about connections between people when we reflect on living in solidarity, but it’s just as useful when we’re thinking about living sustainably. Truly sustainable patterns of behaviour feed into our sense of who we are and, in their turn, are nourished by our self-identity. This identity is not something that I put together simply as an isolated individual, but as a member of a community – often of many communities. The part I play in the life of those communities will help shape their lives, too. All these things are interconnected, and lead us to another group of questions: What groups or communities do I belong to? How do they affect the kind of person I am? How do I play my part in the life of those communities? How can the communities that we all belong to strive towards fullness of life, not just for their own members, but for all?

From unsustainable to sustainable relations

This emphasis on the ways that we’re all interrelated can be very powerful as we try to move towards more sustainable patterns of living. They help us see that what makes some lifestyles unsustainable isn’t just to do with the harmful effects they have on the environment. It’s also to do with the way that they damage both other people and ultimately those living them because they are abusive. The abusive pattern affects everything – the environment, biodiversity, other human beings (especially those who live far away), people’s ways of relating to themselves and their relationship with God. All these things are interconnected, too, and all of them are damaged by unsustainable relations. In an unsustainable pattern of relating, it seems that as soon as you’ve found an answer to one problem, three more immediately arise. In the midst of the ever-increasing sense of crisis, it’s easy to lose hope in humanity’s ability to handle the situation and to lose faith in God, who doesn’t seem to be helping things very much. People can become increasingly isolated and despairing, or can slip into denial that there is anything wrong at all.

The way to avoid this, to stay positive and hopeful for the future, is to live in an attitude of interdependence, recognizing that without others, I can’t be myself. To live sustainably, I need life-giving interrelations with others, so that I can realize my full potential and make the unique contribution that I alone can make. This way of relating is nourishing because I am not acting in order to assert myself over-against others, but am acting in an attitude of respect and responsibility so as to help both myself and others to grow. The solutions that we seek together in a truly sustainable pattern of interrelations will seek long-term healing, looking for a better future for all: for all people, whether rich or poor, near of far, known to us or unknown; for all the creatures with which we share this planet, whether they are currently endangered or not; for the very planet itself.

Interdependence is sustainable because it is ultimately an expression of the place that God gives humanity in the world. In the book of Genesis, God places the first human being in the garden God has planted to cultivate it and take care of it (Genesis 2:15). Earlier in the story, we are told that one of the reasons there were no plants on the earth was that there was no human being to till the soil (Genesis 2: 5). God entrusts the earth to us, giving us the task to make a better future – not just for a few people, not only for all humans, but for the planet as a whole. This is our task and we cannot abdicate our responsibility. But God doesn’t simply sit back and leave us to it. This task of ours is something that is close to God’s heart, too. (Schillebeeckx: 229-32) After all, what God wants is fullness of life, for all (John 10:10). God calls us to live in such a way that we can make a better future for our world, conscious that we are not alone. (Schillebeeckx: 246)

We can reclaim the future!

It is true that the future of our planet is under threat. We need to recognize that, but we also need to bear witness to the presence of God, who is with us in our struggle. This creating, transforming, saving presence of God in the midst of our efforts to make a better world gives us hope that we will find ways to live sustainably. God does not leave us on our own, but assures us that he is with us, to the end of time. (Matt 28:20) The future is not a given reality, but one that we have to fashion, that we have to reclaim – to claim back from the forces of destruction, despair and doom and to restore to its proper place as a wellspring of dreams, hopes and visions. It is a reality that we can reclaim – we can become people who are the change we wish to see in the world, people who can turn our dreams, hopes and visions into reality. One of the ways we can do this is by committing ourselves to the task. So far, LiveSimply has encouraged each of us to make a personal commitment to live simply, sustainably and in solidarity with the poor. In the second phase of LiveSimply, which has just begun, we are invited to take up Community Challenges together. When we do this, we express our commitment to make a better future for our world interdependently, supporting others in their efforts and being supported ourselves. This makes it easier to stay committed in the long-term and gives us companions for the journey. When we travel together, the journey isn’t as hard as when we travel on our own.
But it’s not just these practical advantages that make Community Challenges good ways to reclaim a more sustainable future for our world. It’s also the fact that, as we strive to reclaim the future together, the groups and communities that we are part of will grow and develop, too. In our efforts to live more sustainably, we will be living in solidarity with the other members of the group, growing with them, developing their potential as they help us to develop ours. When we reclaim the future by living sustainably, we reclaim our humanity, our life as community, at the same time as we make a better world for all. We grow in our relationship with God at the same time as we act respectfully and responsibly in God’s world. It’s all interconnected!

To end this reflection, here are a few questions to take away, preferably to explore and answer in the context of a group or community. What parts of my life, of our life as a community, are unsustainable and abusive? How could we change them into attitudes of respect and responsibility for our world and all that lives in it? How can we find ways to express these things in prayer and in liturgy, in our daily lives? What Community Commitment could our group make? How can we reclaim the future?
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The first section of the chapter that I have referenced here is called ‘Has the church still a future?’, but the whole of the chapter is dedicated to how we make a better future for the world on the basis of Christianity’s faith in creation.
