
Lectio Magistralis
Paul Richard Gallagher

This year is characterized by the rapid and inexorable spread of
Covid-19, which has put humanity to the test. The pandemic, in
fact, caught us by surprise, upsetting our plans and plunging us
into an unprecedented and global, “epochal” crisis. In a few
months, the coronavirus has infected millions of people around
the world and, with the same speed, amplified inequalities in our
access to essential goods and services, with devastating conse-
quences, especially for the most vulnerable. “In the very middle
of our technological and managerial euphoria, we have found our-
selves socially and technically unprepared for the spread of this
contagion: it has been difficult for us to recognize and admit its
impact. And now, we are rushing to limit its spread”.1 The coro-
navirus has exposed the radical vulnerability of everyone and
everything. It is raising numerous doubts and concerns, including
around our economic systems and the way we organize our soci-
eties. Our securities have collapsed; our appetite for power and
our craving for control have suddenly crumbled. We find ourselves
weak and full of fear.

We live in an era full of contradictions. If, on the one hand,
we are witnessing unprecedented progress in various scientific
fields, on the other hand, the world is facing multiple humanitar-
ian crises in different areas of the planet, each of which are strongly
interrelated.

We are facing a health crisis that has and will have even greater
repercussions especially when considering the environment, the
economy, politics, nutrition and access to food. The World Health
Organization (WHO) has already recorded more than 50 million
people infected by Covid-19 worldwide and well over a million
people who have lost their lives due to the pandemic.2
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A food crisis is already underway. It is and will be further ex-
acerbated by the pandemic which has direct and indirect impacts
on production, distribution and access to food, the availability of
which has been compromised both in the short and long term, es-
pecially for the most vulnerable. Furthermore, the food and nu-
tritional situation in the world was already alarming before the
spread of Covid-19. According to the latest Report on The State
of Food Security and Nutrition in the World, published last July
by the United Nations agencies operating in the sphere of nutrition
(FAO, IFAD, WFP, UNICEF and WHO), in 2019 almost 690
million people were undernourished.3 Unfortunately, for a few
years now, the number of people affected by hunger, which was
on the decline since 2010, is increasing once again. The spectre of
famine is crossing our world once more. The causes are many and
partly depend on an uneven distribution of the Earth’s goods.
They also include a lack of investment in the agricultural sector,
increasing food losses and waste, as well as the proliferation of
conflicts in different areas of the planet.4 Making matters worse,
there is climate change, which especially affects small rural pro-
ducers who live in countries more likely to be exposed to natural
disasters and whose economy is based on the agricultural sector.

This last point recalls us back to the environmental crisis for
which the scientific community, in the face of global warming
and climate change, has provided us with countless pieces of evi-
dence, all of which are well known and alarming. Climate change
represents a multitude of threats, with the potential to push part
of the world’s population into extreme poverty in the coming
years, nullifying the significant progress that was made in terms
of development and that was achieved with great difficulty. The
Special Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) dedicated to “Climate Change and Land” has shown that
at least half a billion people live in areas at risk of further deserti-
fication.5 The result is inevitable: agricultural production and the
security of food supplies are falling and the price will be paid by
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the poorest populations, many of which will be forced to flee. In
October 2018, the IPCC also found that, if no firm commitment
is made to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, by 2030
global average temperatures could exceed those recorded in the
pre-industrial period by 1.5°C, with serious and widespread im-
pacts on humanity both today and in the future.6 “These studies
show that the current commitments made by States to mitigate
and adapt to climate change are far from those actually needed to
achieve the goals set by the Paris Agreement”.7

Obviously, to all of this is added the economic and social crisis.
The pandemic continues to have significant economic repercus-
sions with substantial effects on the labour market.8 It revealed
and amplified many of the vulnerabilities and injustices that were
already present. Regarding its impact on health, the virus does
not discriminate. But in the world of work, it is the most disad-
vantaged and most vulnerable who are hit the hardest and with
the most cruelty. The devastating consequences of inequality can
no longer be ignored. For millions of workers, no income means
no food, no security and no future. The poor, especially those
working in the informal sectors, were the first to see their means
of survival disappear. Living outside the margins of the formal
economy, they do not have access to social safety nets, including
unemployment insurance and health care. Thus, as their desper-
ation increases, they are more likely to seek other forms of income,
increasing the likelihood of their exploitation, including forced
labour, prostitution and human trafficking. We must never forget
that “in a genuinely developed society, work is an essential di-
mension of social life, for it is not only a means of earning one’s
daily bread, but also of personal growth, the building of healthy
relationships, self-expression and the exchange of gifts. Work
gives us a sense of shared responsibility for the development of
the world, and ultimately, for our life as a people”.9 Work also
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helps us to fulfil our duty of solidarity towards every social group
and community, as well as towards future generations.

The health crisis, food crisis, environmental crisis and socio-
economic crisis are all highly interrelated transversal crises, so
much so that we can speak of a single and complex socio-health-
environmental crisis.

Each crisis requires vision, planning and swift action, moving
beyond both individualistic and more conservative approaches.

Taking up an aphorism attributed to Winston Churchill, “never
waste a crisis”. Every moment of difficulty contains an opportu-
nity. The catastrophic event of the pandemic can be seen as “social
remodelling”, as a unifying moment in which common interests
converge. As Pope Francis suggested while he presided over the
extraordinary moment of prayer on March 27, this year, we must
“take this time of trial as a time of choosing”.10

The Covid-19 pandemic can, in fact, represent a real moment of
conversion (and not only in a spiritual sense), a real opportunity for
transformation; however, it might also be a recipe for detours from
the right path, or individualistic withdrawal and exploitation.

Pope Francis, speaking to the UNGA (United Nations General
Assembly), stated: “We are faced, then, with a choice between two
possible paths. One path leads to the consolidation of multilateral-
ism as the expression of a renewed sense of global co-responsibility,
a solidarity grounded in justice and the attainment of peace and
unity within the human family, which is God’s plan for our world.
The other path emphasizes self-sufficiency, nationalism, protec-
tionism, individualism and isolation; it excludes the poor, the vul-
nerable and those dwelling on the peripheries of life. That path
would certainly be detrimental to the whole community, causing
self-inflicted wounds on everyone. It must not prevail”.11

The response to Covid-19 can, in fact, give rise to the possi-
bility of starting over, a second chance, animated by the hope
that, while “the post-industrial period may well be remembered
as one of the most irresponsible in history, nonetheless there is
reason to hope that humanity at the dawn of the twenty-first cen-
tury will be remembered for having generously shouldered its
grave responsibilities”.12 It is a challenge to civilization in favour
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of the common good and to place human dignity at the centre of
all our actions.

This requires a clear vision of what kind of society and economy
we want to build and an accurate “reflection on the meaning of
the economy and its goals, as well as a profound and far-sighted
revision of the current model of development, so as to correct its
dysfunctions and deviations. This is demanded, in any case, by
the Earth’s state of ecological health; above all it is required by
the cultural and moral crisis of man, the symptoms of which have
been evident for some time all over the world.”13

This clear vision cannot fail to call for a careful evaluation and
re-proposal of the concept of security. In 2019, global military
spending continued to rise, reaching more than 1.9 trillion US dol-
lars and equalling 2.2% of world GDP (Gross Domestic Product),
the highest since 1988.14 The picture that emerges from this data
is a world economy committed to spending more and more to arm
itself. The paradox is that its ever-growing expenditure on arms
does not contribute to reducing insecurity, but increases it. It
confirms the logic of the classic “security dilemma”, according to
which the search for a balance of forces pushes each State to try to
secure some margin of superiority out of fear of finding itself at a
disadvantage. However, weapons and armies will not guarantee
greater security. This is particularly evident if we consider the
fight against Covid-19, a non-military threat, which has shown
the total ineffectiveness of military spending in guaranteeing in-
tegral security and which can only be resolved with increased
global cooperation.

In fact, the current crisis has revealed that this model too, is
unsustainable. Despite enormous military investments, the crisis
has highlighted the inadequacy of the concept of “security” un-
derstood only from a military perspective. An alternative to this
unsustainable model is to strengthen multilateralism, while in-
sisting on the commitment to disarmament and arms control, not
as an end in itself, but with a view to contributing to common se-
curity and peace. This should not be understood as the absence of
war, but the absence of fear, and therefore the promotion of social
well-being in the common good. Indeed, it is necessary to combine
our efforts to inspire dialogue, diplomatic initiatives and common
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security policies. “The international community is called upon to
adopt forward-looking strategies to promote the goal of peace and
stability and avoid short-sighted approaches to national and in-
ternational security problems.”15

“Everything is related”, “everything is connected” – this is one
of the main threads running through the Encyclical Laudato si’.
The Holy Father uses it in the awareness that the whole world is
intimately connected. The defence of ecosystems, the preservation
of biodiversity and the management of the global commons16 will
never be effective if it is not considered together with politics and
economics, migration and social relations. “Strategies for a solution
demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring
dignity to the excluded, and at the same time protecting nature”.17

From this perspective emerges the need “to convert the model
of global development”18 into an approach that is more respectful
of the common good, of creation and of the integral human devel-
opment of peoples, including present and future generations. We
need to adopt a new vision of the world, anchored in an integral
ecology. This implies that we promote a more complete under-
standing of our common home that brings together the scientific,
environmental, economic and ethical dimension, and that is open
to an “integral vision of life that can inspire better policies, indi-
cators, research and development processes and criteria for evalu-
ation, while avoiding distorted concepts of development and
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15 Pope Francis, Message to the United Nations Conference to Negotiate a
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17 Pope Francis, Laudato si’, n. 139.
18 Benedict XVI, Angelus, 12 November 2006.
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growth”.19 Here the image of the “polyhedron whose different
sides form a variegated unity, in which ‘the whole is greater than
the part’”20 is very effective.

The development of a polyhedric and interdisciplinary approach
to integral ecology has, as its pivot point, the centrality of the hu-
man person. The consequence is the promotion of a culture of
care.21 This is in contrast to the culture of waste, so widespread in
our society today, whose object “is not only food and dispensable
objects, but often human beings themselves”.22

It is therefore essential to adopt an integral point of view that
favours an intimate knowledge of nature and its processes. This is
a fundamental prerequisite for a better understanding of the cur-
rent crisis and for the development of effective solutions aimed at
correcting the dysfunctions of the current model of development,
which has negative impacts on people’s lives and on the environ-
ment. “A technological and economic development which does
not leave in its wake a better world and an integrally higher quality
of life cannot be considered progress”.23 The ethical and social di-
mensions of development must be adequately considered.

All of this implies the education and training of new generations.
Indeed, when it comes to integral ecology, particular attention
must be paid to the importance of the education process. The
transforming power of education in integral ecology requires the
patience to generate long-term processes, aimed at shaping gen-
uinely sustainable policies and economies which promote quality
of life, in favour of all peoples and the planet, especially the disad-
vantaged and those in situations of greater risk. Spaces for educa-
tion and formation are central to this model. They should become
more than simply places for the transmission of knowledge; they
should be poles for the promotion of integral human development,
working with new generations to adopt more sober and responsible
lifestyles.

The fact that in an increasingly globalized world everything is
interconnected, requires that our centres of education address our
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interdependence not only at the commercial, economic and tech-
nological level but, even more importantly, at the level of our in-
terpersonal, intergenerational and social relationships.

The Covid-19 pandemic revealed problems that had already
existed for years and that can no longer be avoided, “The world
was relentlessly moving towards an economy that, thanks to tech-
nological progress, sought to reduce ‘human costs’; there were
those who would have had us believe that freedom of the market
was sufficient to keep everything secure. Yet the brutal and un-
foreseen blow of this uncontrolled pandemic forced us to recover
our concern for human beings, for everyone, rather than for the
benefit of a few”.24 The current situation requires us to reflect on
the need for a new solidarity, a conversion of mentality and gaze.
It requires the promotion of an ethic of change that is capable of
preparing the way for personal and social rebirth. We have expe-
rienced both uncertainty and fragility as collective, constitutive
dimensions of the human condition. We need to respect these
limits and to keep them in mind in every development project,
while also caring for the most vulnerable.

After all, “solidarity is not a feeling of vague compassion or
shallow distress at the misfortunes of so many people, both near
and far. On the contrary, it is a firm and persevering determination
to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good
of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible
for all. It is above all a question of interdependence, sensed as a
system determining relationships in the contemporary world, in
its economic, cultural, political and religious elements, and ac-
cepted as a moral category”.25 The most important lesson that this
pandemic has left us with is that, whatever the emergency we
face, it is only by being united, only by showing solidarity, that
we can overcome the most trying of circumstances.

The various global problems that we have to face in the 21st

century, and of which the Covid-19 pandemic is only the latest
clear expression, call for a new ethics and a new kind of interna-
tional relations. Both must be capable of facing the fact that, as “a
society becomes ever more globalized, it makes us neighbours but
does not make us brothers”.26
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For this reason, the process of strengthening international co-
operation is even more important and can no longer be postponed,
nor can anyone avoid being implicated or remove themselves from
it. It is necessary to build it together because no borders, barriers,
or political walls can hide or protect anyone from the effects of
this socio-environmental-health crisis. There is no room for the
globalization of indifference, for an economy of exclusion, or for
the throwaway culture so often denounced by Pope Francis. “To-
day, no State can ensure the common good of its population if it
remains isolated.”27 The current circumstances clearly show that
goods such as health, the environment, the climate, and security
are not just individual or national goods, but public and collective
goods. They require an integral and collective approach, both at a
substantive and geographical level. This approach depends on re-
sponsible behaviour, that is, a behaviour that is aware of others
and that is oriented towards “us” and “we”. Internationally this
approach takes the name of “multilateralism”.

Building together presupposes a commitment to pursue con-
structive dialogue that is interdisciplinary and genuinely oriented
towards the universal common good.

Therefore, we cannot overcome an emergency such as that of
Covid-19 if we do not combine technical solutions with a vision
that places the common good at its centre. Political decisions must
take scientific data into account, but interpreting human phenom-
ena solely through a scientific lens would mean producing answers
at a purely technical level.

This pandemic has helped us discover that we must start again
to think and plan together the future of the planet.

For this reason, a new alliance between science and humanism
is indispensable. They must be integrated and not separated and
should not be opposed to one another. The health and the eco-
nomic and social development of our community depend on them.
Concerning the latter, “the development of a global community
of fraternity based on the practice of social friendship on the part
of peoples and nations calls for a better kind of politics, one truly
at the service of the common good. Sadly, politics today often
takes forms that hinder progress towards a different world.”28

Better politics means an inclusive politics that is at the service
of everyone, where the health of the political system is determined
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precisely by the kind of care received by the most vulnerable, be-
cause it is the way in which they are treated that reflects the true
health of society as a whole and, therefore, of each one of us that
makes up the community.

In the current globalized world, such policies cannot be limited
to any one nation or region. Instead, it is necessary to have better
policies at the international level, bearing in mind, as has already
been said, that no country can go forward alone.

While today’s problems must be solved by taking into account
the entire international community and all of humanity, the world
is larger than a single country. The right solutions must also take
into account the many complexities that exist. This requires that
we engage in scientific collaboration that is truly interdisciplinary
and that does not ignore any type of knowledge. “Given the com-
plexity of the ecological crisis and its multiple causes, we need to
realize that the solutions will not emerge from just one way of in-
terpreting and transforming reality. Respect must also be shown
for the various cultural riches of different peoples, their art and
poetry, their interior life and spirituality. If we are truly concerned
to develop an ecology capable of remedying the damage we have
done, no branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left
out, and that includes religion and the language particular to it”.29

Let’s make the world great again!
Often, in our technologically advanced world, there is the temp-

tation to seek solutions to problems through science and technology
alone. The sciences equip the human intellectual with power that
can be used for the common good, or that can be used in a selfish
way, leaving others behind. For this reason, the sciences must be
guided and oriented by ethical principles, as well as grounded in
human nature, in all of its richness. An approach disconnected
from the human person cannot reach a solid, just and human so-
lution. It risks being partial, relative and ideological. In recent
years, technological development has made it possible to achieve
incredible progress for our societies; however, it has also led to
the belief that technology itself can predict all human activity
using only data and algorithms. Instead, in order to face the con-
sequences of the pandemic, I would argue that we must engage in
innovative scientific and institutional models based on the sharing
of knowledge and cooperation between different disciplines.
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Life is bigger than science. The study of the laws of nature and
wide-ranging scientific investigations can benefit significantly
from in-depth and interdisciplinary dialogue. For example, this
could include engaging with philosophers and theologians with
the aim of building an ethical framework that encourages each of
us, with our different skills, to take more responsibility in caring
for and cultivating creation30, building an economic system that
will improve, rather than destroy, our world.31 I am thinking, for
example, of the various circular models of production and con-
sumption,32 capable of contrasting and reversing the perverse dy-
namics set in motion by the current throwaway culture.

In this time of uncertainty and anguish, the pandemic has am-
plified the injustices and inequalities in our world, many of which
stem from unequal economic growth that disregards fundamental
human values and that is indifferent to the damage inflicted on
our common home. No country has been spared, no population
has come out unscathed and no one is immune to its impact. The
spread of the virus has shown us that human health is intimately
connected with the health of the environment in which we live.

This chance to start over should be founded in a complex vision
and a systemic approach that relies on a renewed sense of solidarity,
and respect for the common good and the environment. The in-
ternational community can no longer pursue a market-based logic,
seeking profit at any cost. Instead, it has the moral duty to promote
measures and decisions that are ethically founded and that put
the human person at the centre. It is necessary to create a fraternal
society that promotes education in dialogue and that allows every-
one to give their best. The appeal not to leave anyone behind
must be a warning, that human dignity should never be neglected
and that the hope to build a better future should never be denied
to anyone.

I would like to conclude with the words that the Holy Father
addressed to the participants of the 75th session of the General
Assembly of the United Nations, “We never emerge from a crisis
just as we were. We come out either better or worse. This is why,
at this critical juncture, it is our duty to rethink the future of our
common home and our common project. A complex task lies
before us, one that requires a frank and coherent dialogue aimed
at strengthening multilateralism and cooperation between states.
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The present crisis has further demonstrated the limits of our self-
sufficiency as well as our common vulnerability. It has forced us
to think clearly about how we want to emerge from this: either
better or worse. The pandemic has shown us that we cannot live
without one another, or worse still, pitted against one another. The
United Nations was established to bring nations together, to be a
bridge between peoples. Let us make good use of this institution in
order to transform the challenge that lies before us into an oppor-
tunity to build together, once more, the future we all desire”.33
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