
 

 

 
In his first papal letter, Laudato Si’, Pope Francis called for all people to pay more attenioon to the 

frailty of both our planet and its people. What we need is no less than a cultural revoluioon, he 

wrote. As a theologian, I recognise that he inspired significant change in 3 key ways. 

1. At global climate summits 

It’s no coincidence that Pope Francis released Laudato Si’ at a crucial moment in 2015 prior to the 

UN climate summit, Cop21, in Paris. A follow-up exhortaioon, or official statement, Laudate Deum, 

was released in October 2023, just before another UN climate summit, Cop28 in Dubai. 

Did the decisions at these global meeiongs shift because of the influence of Pope Francis? Potenioally, 

yes. In Laudate Deum, Pope Francis showed both encouragement and some frustraioon about the 

achievements of internaioonal agreements so far. He berated the weakness of internaioonal poliiocs 

and believes that Cop21 represented a “significant moment” because the agreement involved 

everyone. 

After Cop21, he pointed out how most naioons had failed to implement the Paris agreement which 

called for limiiong the global temperature rise in this century to below 2°C. He also called out the lack 

of monitoring of those commitments and subsequent poliiocal inerioa. He tried his best to use his 

prominent posiioon to hold power to account. 

Promoiong a general moral awareness of the need to act in ecologically responsible ways, both in 

internaioonal poliiocs and at the local level is something that previous popes, John Paul 11 and Pope 

Benedict XVI also did. But, Pope Francis’s efforts went beyond that, by conneciong much more 

broadly with grassroots movements. 

2. By advocating for Indigenous people 

Cop28 marked the first iome that close to 200 countries agreed to transiioon away from fossil fuels. 

Pope Francis’s intervenioons potenioally helped shift the needle just a little in the desired direcioon. 

His emphasis on listening to Indigenous people may have influenced these gatherings. Compared 

with previous global climate summits, Cop28 arguably opened up the opportunity to listen to the 

voices of Indigenous people. 

However, Indigenous people were sioll disappointed by the outcomes of Cop28. Pope Francis’s lesser-

known exhortaioon Querida Amazonia, which means “beloved Amazonia”, was published in February 

2020. 

This exhortaioon resulted from his conversaioons with Amazonian communiioes and helped put 

Indigenous perspecioves on the map. Those perspecioves helped shape Catholic social teaching in the 

encyclical Fratelli Tutti, which means “all brothers and sisters”, published on October 3 2020. 

For many people living in developing countries where extraciove industries such as oil and gas or 

mining are rife, destrucioon of land coincides with direct threats to life. Pope Francis advocated for 

Indigenous environmental defenders, many of whom have been inspired to act by their strong faith. 
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For example, Father Marcelo Pérez, an Indigenous priest living in Mexico, was murdered by drug 
dealers just after saying mass on October 23 2023 as part of the cost of defending the rights of his 
people and their land. While 196 environmental defenders were killed globally in 2023, Pope Francis 
conionued to advocate on behalf of the most marginalised people as well as the environment. 

 
3. By inspiring activism 

I’ve been speaking to religious climate aciovists from different church backgrounds in the UK as part 

of a muliodisciplinary research project on religion, theology and climate change based at the 

University of Manchester. Most notably, when we asked more than 300 aciovists represeniong six 

different aciovist groups who most influenced them to get involved in climate acioon, 61% named 

Pope Francis as a key influencer. 

On a larger scale, Laudato Si’ gave rise to the Laudato Si’ movement which coordinates climate 

aciovism across the globe. It has 900 Catholic organisaioons as well as 10,000 of what are known as 

Laudato Si’ “animators”, who are all ambassadors and leaders in their respeciove communiioes. 

 

Photograph shows Laudato Si’ research institute partners and ecclesial affiliate Tomás Insua meeting 

Pope Francis to discuss the ecumenical process of the Feast of Creation. 

Credit: Laudato Si’ Center of Assisi. 

Our insiotute’s ecclesial affiliate, Tomás Insua, based in Assisi, Italy, originally helped pioneer this 

global Laudato Si’ movement. We host a number of ecumenical gatherings which bring together 

people from different denominaioons and hopefully moiovate churchgoers to think and act in a more 

climate-conscious way. 

Nobody knows who the next pope might be. Given the current turmoil in poliiocs and shutting down 

of poliiocal will to address the climate emergency, we can only hope they will build on the legacy of 

Pope Francis and influence poliiocal change for the good, from the grassroots frontline right up to the 

highest global ambiioons. 

Altar honouring Father Marcelo Perez             

in San Andres Larrainzar. 
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