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1. Introduction

There is plenty of reason to believe that a profound shift is occurring, even now, in the relationship that human beings have with other creatures. Experts worry that the Earth’s ability to provide the ecosystem services required to maintain viable human civilizations is being put into doubt. This, they say, is largely the result of “human-driven alterations” of what could be considered Earth’s fundamentals, namely, its biological fabric, the stocks and flows of many elements of the planetary machinery, and the energy balance on the surface of the earth.
 What is more disturbing is the fact that these largely human-driven alterations are affecting not just other creatures but human beings as well, in a rather negative way. While adaptation to the natural environment remains a key faculty of human reason, one which has preserved our species through millions of evolutionary years, adapting the natural environment to suit our needs is a more recent attitude, perhaps no more than two hundred years in development! It comes from our very rapid advancement from roaming hunter-gatherers to settled communities of scientific and technological beings. Thanks to technology our quality of life has greatly improved in all aspects, and we are the better for it. At the same time, elements from the material world have always been sourced to foot the bill for new inventions and interventions. There is, therefore, a constant deficit of depletion in the natural world that keeps expanding and fostering the perceptible gap between us and the rest of Earth’s inhabitants. 
I wish to argue that human activity is putting undue pressure on the earth system, and thereby exacerbating the limitations of the earthly household. In order for the earthly household to survive the onslaught and reach its full potential, there is need for a revamp of house rules and understandings. This shall be based on a new ethical formation: a Theo-ethic of relationality, built from the earthiness of human persons to our spiritual likeness to the Creator God. In traversing this Theo-ethical maze, my pathway begins with problematizing present anthropogenia and the high-speed consumption of both what we immediately need, and apparently do not. I shall then present the concrete case of the ecological deficit of oil and gas exploration in the Niger Delta region before interrogating what, in my opinion, is the flaccid and age-worn supposition that Christianity is somehow responsible for humanity’s aggressive attack on nature’s artefacts, namely, the environment. My theological argument is grounded in a proper accentuation of the relational nature of the human person, whose adequate consideration is the basis of this ethic.

2. Anthropogenia
What I have chosen to refer to as anthropogenia (human be-ing [esse] and act-ing [agere]) is the cumulative impact of an apparent hegemony of the humanum, in which everything is subjected to and determined by human beings and our need, or the value we place upon it! While nature will always be called upon to provide what our species needs for survival, our belligerent be-ing and voracious act-ing in the natural environment is what constitutes anthropogenia. This hegemonic intent is borne of a false sense of freedom of the technologically astute person to dominate and manipulate other species, in the manner of an imperator furioso! Functioning with this intent, the technological person undermines moral restraint and assumes that just because something can be done, it should be done. Unfortunately, however, this creates a gap, a shift, a veritable and ever expanding relational di-stance between human beings and other earthly creatures. 
Let us, for a moment, rehash the question as to what the ultimate goal, end or perfection (telos) of human be-ing and act-ing is. The short answer to this would be the attainment of happiness! But this answer is deceptive in its simplicity, because what human beings really crave is not happiness in the momentary or fleeting sense in which one is happy in the morning and unhappy in the evening, but rather a fulfilment that is surfeited by the highest goodness that life can give us, in an ongoing and permanent way. In Aristotelian sense, this is what eudaimonia (eu = well; daimon = divinity or a spirit) consists of; and one was eudaimon when one was living in a way that is well favoured by a god.
 Thus, eudaimonia means “a life well lived in every respect, but particularly lived in a way that enables us to achieve the excellence proper to human beings.”
 It is this excellence that we crave in the totality of our be-ing and act-ing, that is, in all the activities and relationships that collectively lead, direct and enable us to prosper as human beings. Now, both Aristotle and Aquinas agree that human beings achieve their most fitting excellence through the development and exercise of all the virtues, because the virtues are “qualities of character and habits of being and acting through which we reach what is truly good for us by perfecting our most distinctive capacities.”
 In fact, for Aquinas, the moral life did not constitute merely of avoiding sins or wrong acts, but rather to get into some healthy habits that would make life richer.
 Far from limiting our functional capacity to enjoy, in the fullest measure, the goodness that life assures, the virtues expand these capacities while at the same time instructing us on how to enjoy them in a balanced and intelligent way. Anthropogenia is precisely the abandonment of virtue in ecological be-ing and act-ing, especially the attitude by the modern person of science and technology that forsakes the relational balance between humans and other creatures. 

This attitude is now constituting a problem, not only with regard to our relationship with earth’s others, but also to human relations as well.
 The heightened entropy around the earth system bodes a future that may be literally unbearable, a situation in which we would have become victims of our own success. Thus anthropogenia as described above is irresponsible at best, for there are practical and moral consequences of our actions that we cannot ignore. The unassailable fact is that there is only one earth, and human beings are fated to live on its surface. This exposure makes us quite vulnerable to the elements, and limits us to scarcity of everything necessary for survival. Living in the limitations of scarcity paradoxically draws us into the vicious frenzy of exploiting and consuming more at a faster rate than we ever have, and wasting much more in the process, all in the name of growth.
 Now, having severely depleted earth’s fundamentals in the fury of anthropogenia, the final assault seems to be directed at our own species!
3. A Difficult but Necessary Conversation

Pope Francis’ encyclical, Laudato Si’ and his call for a “new dialogue” on our dysfunctional common home
 includes, but is not limited to, an interrogation of our “throwaway culture” that “quickly reduces things to rubbish” without “moderating their consumption, maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recycling them.”
 I consider this a poignant example of the voice of religion intervening in the public sphere, seeking and forming new transformative partnerships between the secular and the theological for the preservation of all that we hold dear, not least our common home. This “reterritorialization in the city” by reason of our earthy issues “may represent crossover narratives around which postsecular partnerships can converge around particular ethical precepts and practical needs.”
 Global warming, and the “power geometry of time-space compression”
 that is often implicated in its fall-outs, is such a practical need! Impoverishment of the majority of human persons, migrations of human beings and animal species, and global threats to security are all practical needs arising today from this power geometry, and demanding attention! 
The volume, extent and intricacy of connections in international travel is a case in point. The numberless interlinkages of communication networks and their satellite constellations in orbit may have led to the globalization of economies and greater interconnectedness of cultures, but it has also significantly heightened global entropia, with no ostensible opposite pull to maintain earth’s original equilibrium. The following scientific study of earth’s responses to atmospheric pollution is instructive: “A one-third increase in atmospheric CO2 from pre-industrial levels of 270 parts per million (ppm) to 400 ppm in 2013 has provoked a globally averaged warming of 0.8 Celsius and significantly elevated warming in the Arctic region and in North Africa.... Whereas atmospheric CO2 levels rose at 1.5 ppm per decade from 1750, from 1950 to 2010 they rose at an average of 14 ppm per decade.”
 In my opinion, this is the cumulative result of unbridled profit-motivated industrial-scale and indiscriminate logging that denudes the landscape, mining and oil exploration that pollutes rivers and oceans, poisoning the air and threatening aquatic breeding grounds for fish, molluscs, sponges and algae, and so-called urban ‘development’ that disperses mammal, bird and insect populations, among other human activities. All of these have become common place with burgeoning corporate enterprise, and have made some to claim emphatically that during the last fifty odd years, “humans have changed the world’s ecosystems more rapidly and extensively than in any other comparable period in human history.”
 
What is more, there is stiff resistance in many quarters to the suggestion that we could or should cut down on, and better manage, our consumption of fast depleting resources. Underlying this resistance is the stated view of some that, “... the needs and desires of humankind represent the crux of our assessment of the state of the world.”
 In other words, humankind remains the index of measurement for the worth of other species, and whether this worth is upheld or not. Rather than reduce, reuse and recycle, some think that developing more technological capacity to absorb our wastes is sine qua non for the future prospects of mankind’s survival on earth. The pressures of anthropogenia are, thus, affecting and turning to waste quite a significant amount of our natural ecological endowment. Waste that remains wasted upon the earth, and is not made useful for some other purpose remains but a burden on the earth! Unless science and technology is deployed to care for and restore health to the earth organism, the survival of the human species and all other co-inhabitors of the earth hangs at a precipice, precariously. Indeed the survival of the planet will depend increasingly on the deliberate effort of all who are in a position to do so, to stem the tide of environmental degradation, and effectively repair and roll back the damage that has already been done. The tragedy of the environmental pollution of the Niger Delta region in Nigeria, occasioned both by legitimate oil and gas industry activities and associated criminality, is one that is worth sharing. 

4. Contextual Snap-shot of the Niger Delta 

The Niger Delta Region in Nigeria is undeniably a composite part of the global ecosystem architecture from which the world benefits a great deal, by reason of its rich and diverse mangrove vegetation. Mangroves, in their varied species and distribution worldwide, are known to be great absorbers of Green House Gasses (GHGs) like Methane and CO2, and provide rich nesting and feeding areas for diverse aquatic species, among other ecosystem benefits.
 This is why I believe that the global atmospheric balance suffers a major deficit with the rate of damage being done currently to the environment of this region. The unnecessarily destructive oil and gas industry and associated criminality in that region is fast rendering the ecological zone a wasteland, and as a consequence, is compromising the livelihoods of ordinary local residents. Poverty and its degrading and dehumanising consequences cannot be tackled effectively unless human actors consciously re-establish the intersubjective relationship between us and the natural environment.

The Niger Delta is one of the world’s largest wetlands, covering an area of approximately 70,000km2. Geographers locate the region between latitude 4º and 6º north of the equator and longitude 5º and 7º East of Greenwich; and although it can be roughly categorized into four ecological sub-zones – coastal barrier Islands, mangrove, fresh water swamp forest and the lowland rainforest – the mangrove is by far the largest and more dominant of these.
 In fact these mangrove forests are said to be the “largest in Africa and third largest in the world after India and Indonesia”,
 and therefore constitute an ecological resource of global significance. It is obvious, from this, that the region’s natural endowments more than make up for the disadvantage of a precarious topography. I have written elsewhere that on account of the evenly distributed tropical, seasonal rainfall and sunny spells, the Delta was a major natural habitat and breeding ground for a rich biodiversity. The land was rich, fertile and arable, and the inhabitants oscillated between farming, hunting and foraging on the land, and fishing in the teeming creeks. There was carbohydrate and fibre, meat and fish, and lots of vegetables and fruits for their food.
 The delta had such economic benefits to its inhabitants that attachment to the land was unquestionable, which is why the precarious topography alone was not enough to discourage continuous habitation of the land. In Jack Doyle’s vivid description, “[T]he fertile soils supported the cultivation of rice, sugar cane, cassava, palm oil, yams and beans for decades. Thanks in part to its rich mangrove breeding grounds, it has more fresh water fish species than any other coastal system in West Africa.”
 But that was before oil exploration in the region peaked during the boom period of the 1970s.

At present, this region is a shadow of itself, no thanks to the environmental destruction occasioned by the legitimate oil and gas industry on the one hand, and the criminal access by third parties to industry facilities, on the other. Among other reasons usually given for this unauthorised engagement is the apparent lack of access by local communities to the value-chain of the industry. Now, anyone who is familiar with the process of exploration and extraction of oil and gas knows how intrusive this industry can be to the lives and livelihoods of ordinary people. For the same industry to so exclude them, as is the case in the Niger Delta region, is provocative in a real sense. For instance, apart from large crews needed for the operations, flora is cleared, trees are felled, holes and trenches are dug and flushed with water usually from the creeks. Explosives are also usually laid and detonated in order to record seismic signals. All of this is carried out just as part of the process of prospecting; and when commercial quantities are found, equipment and machinery are brought in for extraction to begin. One writer who was in a position to know the facts, since he was employed to work directly in the trenches, so to speak, estimated that the oil giant Royal Dutch Shell, working through its Nigerian subsidiary, Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC), had cut a total of thirty-seven thousand miles of 2D seismic lines in the period before it adopted the new 3D method; and since adopting the new method, had added another nearly twenty thousand miles, of which eleven thousand were in the mangroves. Furthermore, based on the one-meter-line width used in the industry, approximately thirty-five square miles of land had been cleared for seismic surveys by the time of his report twenty years ago. Of this amount, twenty-two square miles was made up of prime mangrove forests.
 Now, oil exploration and production in the Niger Delta did not end then, and Shell is not alone in this business. Other members of the Delta’s Big-Five include, Total-Fina-Elf from France, Agip, a subsidiary of Eni, from Italy, Exxon-Mobil and Chevron from North America. It is the combined global output of these big five companies that put Nigeria on the map as Africa’s biggest producer. Ironically, it is also the cumulative impact of their exploration and extraction/transportation activities that has rendered the Niger Delta the shadow it has become of its former self.

In addition to the misadventure of corporate swashbuckling described above, there is a more recent trend of oil theft and artisanal refining by third parties, which threatens to be even more injurious to the local ecosystem than organised oil and gas industry. This comes from a warped sense of ownership by some community members and their collaborators from all around the west coast of Africa and elsewhere, which, as they claim, gives them the right to hack into pipelines and steal oil. According to this warped logic, the oil was in the ground before the foreign companies came to exploit it and, now that the flourishing industry bypasses the original owners and rather fuels the engines of a national government that cares nothing for the ordinary person in the creeks, they are entitled to take back what is theirs and use it while it is there. I may never do justice to this (mis)understanding of ownership, snippets of which one gets in statements accredited to militant leaders and their followers. Nevertheless, the one thing that is often overlooked is the sheer profligacy of the local political elite. Whether this is justified or not is the basis for another discussion, but the criminal activity, organized and unorganised, associated with this underground counter-economy has in the recent past shaken the very soul of the socio-economic viability of the Nigerian nation. A Chatham House report on this specific issue details that oil thieves interviewed “justified their actions as part of the struggle for greater Niger Delta ‘resource control.’”
 

While a huge and indeterminable quantity of this stolen oil is exchanged with criminal networks over international waters, sometimes for arms and ammunition, the small quantity that gets into the hands of local players and is further exchanged with local artisanal refiners in the Niger Delta gives cause for grave concern. The so-called ‘kpo-fire’ technology (a type of fractional distillation) is crude, basic and highly explosive. The yield per barrel of oil depends both on the refining methods used and geological properties of the particular crude. A typical barrel of oil might yield about 2% Kerosene, 2% Petrol, 41% Diesel and 55% Wastes (including Bitumen).
 It is this waste or ‘residue’ that gets dumped into the surrounding environment. Until now, the half-hearted efforts of the Nigerian Government to contain, and possibly roll back the access that these oil thieves have to the resource, the brazen acts of sabotage and crude refining that fuels the underground diseconomy has proved ineffectual. Ordinary citizens watch helplessly, with dismay, how the military and other security agencies deployed to track down and arrest culprits end up exacerbating the environmental problem by emptying the products from these illegal refineries unto the ground and setting them ablaze! The cumulative impact of all these activities is seriously undermining the ecosystem benefits of the region. 

Whether it is in the Niger Delta, the Congo Basin, Didipio in the Philippines or Amazon Rain Forest, questions have been arising in many resource rich areas of the world, where resource extraction in mining, logging, fishing, etc., are now putting increasing pressure on human persons as well as earth’s other inhabitants. Corporations as fictive personalities often demand to be treated as persons, but lack the moral capacities that real persons normally possess. As a consequence, they “... will not learn ecological virtue absent of legal and regulatory reform and the ecological education of business leaders and owners.”
 This ecological education should, in my opinion, begin with a refreshing of the origins of the individualism that is the soul of liberal market economics. Perhaps the obvious place to start is with the time-worn question whether Christianity has a role in initiating and sustaining the ecological crisis.

5. Is Christianity to Blame for the Ecological Scourge?

This is a difficult question, because it raises the question of ethical formation. For instance, how do people get the moral values and convictions that govern their be-ing and act-ing? With particular reference to ecological being and acting, what is the genesis of the values and convictions that brought post-modern humans to this critical point in our relationship with the earth? Without much nuance, ecological thinking often blames Christianity for the historical roots of the ecological problem, and Lynn White’s famous indictment of the religion is not yet forgotten.
 But Northcott blames White for omitting the fact that it was Francis Bacon’s influential association of domination of nature with Christianity that spurred the conquest of matter on earth. The idealist, Bacon, he says, was the originator of the secular narrative of human salvation, which has become the dominant Eschatology of the modern era. Bacon believed that “progress in dominating nature – through scientific discovery and technological invention – is the means to redeeming the original fall from Paradise.”
 Implausible as this may sound today, there is a hint of a reason to believe that some in the Christian world not only believe, but, perhaps, still live by that narrative. 

The individualist one-upmanship of our consumerist market civilization may rightly be blamed for so-called Enlightenment liberty, especially in the manner in which it is said to have taken root in the New World. Northcott avers that without the limitations of monarchic power and aristocratic claims to landholdings, “[A]merican ideas of liberty, property and rights take more individualistic and atomistic directions than those of many Europeans.”
 Central to this organising idea of liberty was a dualism (Cartesian in origin) that disjointed nature from culture, and mind from body. Because there were always two distinct realities, this philosophy paved the way for modernity’s de-spiritualisation of nature. In itself, this created a dramatic new narrative of humanity’s exalted and exceptional place in a cosmos increasingly perceived as having no other moral significance or divine purpose than its material value to humans. Approaching the rest of creation in this utilitarian way effectively deifies, idolizes and, consequently, absolutizes the anthropos (human being), one out of the many different species on earth. This is idolatary! For idolatry really is “the root of all moral deviance, not only of deeds but also of the attitude.”
 Herein lies the hegemonic instinct that sustains anthropogenia, humanity’s rapacious relationship with the rest of created reality. 

This all-consuming ‘warfare’ is now at the brink of consuming its perpetrator as well, for wherever and whenever one member of the household is rarefied, exclusion and exception is imposed, with detrimental effects. Thus, what faces us is not merely an ecological crisis; it is a rupture in our original relationship with the earth, where the human person had the responsibility of tending and keeping even as s/he tilled the earth for her/his sustenance. In the words of the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, our inhuman and godless attitudes towards our planet are “because we fail to see it as a gift inherited from above... [thus] our obligation to receive, respect and render this gift to future generations.”
 This is unjust, because for the Patriarch justice means that we can see “the perfect relationship of all things to one another.”
 Similarly, Celia Dean-Drummond commented on Benedict XVI’s deployment of the term gratuitousness in Caritas in Veritate to describe how foundational relationships in the reign of God need to find expression in the earthly city. She suggests that receiving the gift of creation as our own depends on God’s mercy, and the goal is full communion.
 With this understanding and application of gratuitousness, therefore, it should be possible to build relationships of whatever kind with freedom, in the assurance that we are part of the excess of gift that comes from God and is God.
Roger Burggraeve says, “In Adam, every human receives a mediatory role to be fulfilled between God and the rest of creation, whereby the distance between God and creation is not so much as annulled but rather bridged.”
 This mediatory role imposes a foundational responsibility to accept and treat the earth as a ‘gift’ worth tending or shepherding, as it were. This is affirmed by Benedict XVI when he blames original sin on humanity’s refusal to accept and live in this foundational relationship with God and other creatures, preferring rather to live in a self-destructive autonomy.
 This relationship must be properly understood. There are few that would absolutely deny the instrumental value of nature for human subsistence, because almost everything that humans need for survival is sourced from the natural world. Pope Francis is forthright and point-blank in his assertion, “[W]e are not God. The earth was there before us and it has been given to us.... This implies a relationship of mutual responsibility between human beings and nature. Each community can take from the bounty of the earth whatever it needs for subsistence, but it also has the duty to protect and to ensure its fruitfulness for coming generations.”
As far as I understand, the Pope is saying that mutuality between us and nature was God’s intention in creation ab initio. 

The value that the biosphere has does not only relate to man’s need and use. There is more, surely! Richard L. Fern suggests that even at this most humble level where nature is simply a pool of resources to satisfy man’s needs, it is already an “indirect object of moral concern relative to the good of humans”.
 This means in effect that its devaluation, depletion or unfair distribution to present or future generations is already an ethical provocation. But even more than this is the demand that nature, wild and tame makes on humans in that excess of being that nature’s grandeur represents. Are we not struck by the awesome beauty and ferocious power of nature left to its own devices, how small we sometimes feel in the face of it, and how it beckons us to a reality beyond itself? The human being, because s/he is endowed with reason, has a moral responsibility to do all in his/her power to preserve the integrity and balance of the whole community, or restore it where it has been compromised by human activity. Wherefore the pope wonders why “[W]e seem to think we can substitute an irreplaceable and irretrievable beauty with something which we have created ourselves.”

6. Human Person Restoring Life to Creation 

The rupture that we have established so far in the relationship of human beings with the created world is not irreparable, and our ecosystem losses are not irretrievable. Paradoxically, however, healing and restoration can only come about – apart from the earth’s own incredible resilience and its capacity to self repair – by deliberately recovering and restoring the dignity of the human person, both theoretically and didactically. This is the dignity in which God created her/him in the first instance, the inviolability of which is absolutely necessary for the full realisation of the destiny of the human person both in him/herself and within society. What liberal individualism had achieved in systematically discarding human personhood in preference to human individuality
 can be reclaimed by a positive re-appropriation of personhood, and all the relational responsibility that the notion inspires and entails.  I suggest that we begin with Jesus of Nazareth, the perfect anthropos, in whose incarnation the creator God (Greek pneuma = Spirit) is reunited with his creation (Greek sarkikos, Latin materia = earthly, carnal, material, thing) in a virtuous anthropogenia, without di-stance or separation, yet distinct and distinguishable from what he created. It is this privileged divine mingling with creation that imposes upon human beings (the only ones created in the image and likeness of God and endowed with nous i.e. rational mind) the responsibility to protect and sustain life in the rest of creation, even as s/he reciprocally receives life-giving sustenance from the earth. Jesus, the perfect image of the invisible God, metaphorically assumes and dedicates full responsibility for the created order as when a shepherd assumes complete responsibility for the welfare and wellbeing of the sheep. Unlike the thief who comes to steal, kill and destroy, He the good Shepherd says, “I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (Jn 10,10). Giving life and sustaining life in both human and other species appears, therefore, to be the most responsible be-ing and act-ing of those persons who are redeemed by, and are in, Christ.

Now, the moral person is responsible not only in the indicative, but also, and more importantly, in the imperative for, “...human beings are not merely neutral, ontological beings, one kind of being among others. Rather, human beings are made responsible. They are not simply responsible for their responsibility also receives a certain content and direction.”
 Their responsibility, well conceived, can only be in the context of freedom. In this sense, we subscribe to the consensus that that freedom and responsibility are two sides of the same ethical coin. The idea that, “...the human person can lead a good life because God has called him or her into life out of love” and that “...human dignity depends on freedom, as does the idea that the human person is made in the image of God”
 must remain central to Catholic ethics. The priority of God’s loving action in creation is what dignifies and energizes it, and the human person is the greatest beneficiary of this prior love. Human fidelity and virtue, ecological or otherwise, proceed from out of that excess of love. Following Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995), Burggraeve refers to responsibility as “the negative reverse side of freedom,” a veritable “weight of the task that is stuck to the being of the ‘I’.” According to this thinking, freedom is literally a ‘work’ that ‘needs to be done’,” and by reason of which “freedom is transformed into fate.”
 Yet, unlike a horse that is bridled and controlled by its rider to go one way and not another, human freedom is truly free, except, of course, for the ‘unspoken injunction’ of responsibility that hangs about it, ineluctably, to moderate it. 

It is important to point out here that I am not referring to the metaphysical (ontological) freedom of fact, but to the moral (teleological) freedom of development.
 Rational human nature is self-reflective, and is equipped with moral antennae that perceive, deliberate, and freely pass judgement on possible courses of action. Only beings that are internally free with the freedom of development, which opens up to fresh new possibilities for growth in intellectual and moral virtues, can sufficiently possess this self-control or dare to take up the responsibility of restoring life to the earth. The licence that is fixated merely on the metaphysical level of fact, on the other hand, simply impels one to uncontrolled and unrestrained action, without consideration of moral consequences. It prompts the agent, for instance, to action in all cases: if something can be done then it should be done, especially if one can get away with it! This favourite philosophical stance of liberal individualism eventually, “...ended in the enslavement of man (sic) to his (sic) impulses and his (sic) environment....”
 Where human freedom is genuine and not just a form of licence, it lends itself to “rational self-control which is in turn opposed to any absolute freedom taken in the sense of totally uncontrolled and unrestrained action.”

I have belaboured this point because our understanding of the human person is key to making sense of the maze of moral and ethical issues we are confronting now, and at any given time. It affords us a moral compass with which to navigate our world without crashing down the precipice. In Gaudium et Spes 51, the Council Fathers insist that “objective criteria must be used, criteria drawn from the nature of the human person and human action....” That is why Michel infers that one of the great achievements of Christianity lies in the development of the notion of the human person. He could see even then that “the history of Christianity is the history of the gradual recognition of the inviolability of the human person by men and by society, of the sacredness of man’s right to freedom of self-determination in the exercise of his conduct.”
 Because modern civilization failed to place this freedom in the context of the whole person, it created a world in which individuals became self-referring atoms with no external reference points. The result of this is the development of liberal anthropologies that negate the intrinsic connection of the individual to community or society. This connection, it turns out, is indispensable to the full realisation of his/her potentialities, even with regard to tending the earth. 

Furthermore, because ethics arises from conceptions of the human person, some liberal ethical positions tend to “posit the human person as an isolated, singular, suppositum of rights” (ontological), while excluding the (teleological) “dimension of intersubjectivity as well as the engendered aspects of human existence.”
 This understanding of the human person, no doubt, grounds and directs the way we come to think of human society and its political and economic functioning. Gregory Beabout et al explain that “suppositum” denotes individuation as captured in a specific species or nature, and restricted to matter or substance, but without the rational quality that constitutes personhood. The human person, however, is not just material substance, s/he is also a spirit, and by that token, capable of relation subjectively with God in a transcendent way, and intersubjectively with other persons and with nature. Perhaps at this point we should give an adequate consideration to the human personhood under review.

7. Adequately Considered Human Persons

I cannot fail to credit the Belgian moralist Louis Janssens (1908-2001) with influencing present magisterial teaching on the human person with his ground-breaking article on the subject of Artificial Insemination,
 in which he articulated eight fundamental dimensions of the human person. The human person, he said, is (1) a subject; (2) an embodied subject; (3) part of the material world; (4) interrelational with other persons; (5) an interdependent social being; (6) historical; (7) equal but unique; and (8) called to know and worship God. Though these dimensions can be delineated and analysed individually, they cannot be separated one from another because they “belong to one and the same human person: they are interwoven and form a synthesis because each is proper to the integrity of every person.”
 Thus when we take these essential dimensions together they constitute what Janssens refers to as the human person integrally and adequately considered. According to this objective criterion enthroned by the Council Fathers, whatever promotes the good of the human person considered in this comprehensive way is good, and whatever violates it is bad. Perhaps we need to interrogate our present rapidity in exploiting the resources of the earth, and whether that has not somehow diminished the human person as such. Pope Francis has just reemphasised the vital connection between the sufferings of human persons and the depletion of the environment in such a way that we cannot any longer separate them one from another, or radically differentiate their origin.

8. Prospects for a Theo-Ethic of Relationality

Throughout this essay, I have endeavoured to balance the dignity of the human person on the one hand, and her/his responsibility on the other hand, to recognise and promote the intrinsic value of non-human nature. In doing this I have refrained either from rehashing an outright anthropocentrism or enthroning an ‘undifferentiated biocentrism’. My approach has been informed by Simone Morandini who admonishes that we “concentrate on responsibility, which is a typically human trait, namely, the capacity to assess the consequences of one’s actions over a wide space of time without yielding to the temptation of looking only at the present day.”
 The pursuit of virtue is a more positive expression of responsibility and it involves, inter alia, living a life that honours and respects our most basic needs and desires, and all the goods that make for human well-being. Virtue opens the way to the enjoyment of all these, though in an ordered, reasonable and joyous way.
 Exercising due and appropriate restraints in our relationships, political, economic and ecological, is part of being virtuous. 
According to Jewish biblical creation narrative, the human person was created last of all. By this token, perhaps, s/he inherits the original burden of building relations with all that preceded her/him, each in their distinction! The personal maturation of any individual involves coming to accept oneself as a distinct person, and also recognising that other persons and things are really other, and not just extensions of oneself.
 This is what Burggraeve means when he reads the content of the creation narrative as one “movement from indistinguishability to separation and difference.”
 He further speaks of the creator God as “[T]he One who creates in order not to let his creatures disappear in his own bottomless, dark depths, but in order to make them ‘come to be’ as independent beings with their specific individuality… to make them live as distinct beings who precisely out of their separateness can commit themselves to God as partners.”
 In like manner, the relationship of human beings with the rest of nature is commissioned to be mutually supportive, and mutually upholding in such a way that nature is not absorbed or dissolved into naught by human tech-ingenuity. Being the rational and responsible one, it behoves him/her naturally to uphold these distinctions, albeit, at the risk of making these others into creation’s outsiders in a tribalistic instinct which is the hallmark of original sin.
 

The view of the human person as individual and distinct could tempt us to adopt individualist anthropologies that exclude the equally valid emphasis on the social nature of the person. In saying this, it is not my intention to discount the appropriate self-love that recognises the individual’s personal worth. This loving response to, and “recognition of one’s own value as a person is not only not at odds with love of others but is the only feasible base for such love.”
 Self-love is, therefore, neither always egoistic nor self-indulgent, but recognises value in sharing with other selves in a kind of “participated glory”, out of which agapeic self-sacrifice, “a mysterious response to the person-related values”
 of community can result. So there is no necessary conflict between individual subjectivity and the social nature of the human person, even extending to community of nature. 

9. Conclusion

Catholic social thinking has always maintained a creative balance between individuality and openness to the human or biotic community, because relation is at the core of Christian understanding of life.
 Creation “in his own image” implies a constitutive relationship between the creature and the creator, the fruit of which relationship graces the communal bonding of creatures between and among themselves. This two-tier relationship of the human subject with God and with his/her earth-fellows is the basis of community – political, economical or ecological. We cannot exclude ecological relations from this system, because this is the tissue upon which the humanum lives on or dies out. This fundamental relationality “as existing in communion with God and with others, leads to a very different perspective than a view of the person as autonomous, independent and separate from others, a perspective that puts primary importance on the good of the individual.”
 It is my belief, therefore, that recovering relationality as a central pillar of ethical living may be the access point we require to a full recovery of our appropriate place in creation, and consequently to the much desired peace in our common home.
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