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Preamble

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I of Constantinople is among the first figures the reader meets in Pope Francis’ Laudato Si’ Encyclical. Inserted immediately after references to recent Pontiffs (nos. 3-6), the Ecumenical Patriarch’s reflection demonstrates profound harmony with the Petrine Magisterium, confirming an intense sorority between the two Churches of the East and the West. On the occasion of their journey to the Holy Land in 2014, Bartholomew and Francis signed together a double heartfelt appeal to ecclesial reconciliation and loving protection of Creation: “The future of the human family also depends on how we are able to protect, in a wise and loving way, with justice and equity, the gift of Creation entrusted to us by God.”
The same harmony also characterizes the Letter of Proclamation of the World Day for Creation, of August 7, 2015, which Francis states that he instituted in fact from a suggestion of Metropolitan Ioannis of Pergamum (Zizioulas), thus enabling one to intuit the identity of the true inspirer of the initiative, namely, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew.
Moreover, Pope Francis’ Magisterium on integral ecology could not find a better and more certain reference than in the Patriarch of Constantinople. In fact, since 1991 he has been lavish in his commitment to the subject of Creation, through a rich series of initiatives, among which are remembered the annual messages of the 1st of September, beginning of the Liturgical Year, dedicated to the Day of Prayer in Favour of the Protection of the Environment. Therefore, it’s not surprising that in Laudato Si’ itself, for instance, particularly significant (praestans exemplum) in fact is that the figure of the Ecumenical Patriarch is added given his heartfelt concern for the environmental crisis and, even more so, for his profound reflection on the ecological subject. In fact, Pope Francis gives ample references to his thought, with explicit references to different interventions
 of his and indicating him especially as a true and proper source of inspiration. 
Biographical Profile 

Born on February 29, 1940, in the rural village of Hagioi Theodoroi in the Imvro Island, of Christos and Meropi Archondonis -- in a context of sober laboriousness -- he was baptized with the name Dimitrios. From his infancy he took part actively in ecclesial life, animating liturgical celebrations  with singing and working in several parochial services. The then Metropolitan of Imvro, Meliton (who would later become a point of reference for the whole Ecumenical Patriarchate, recognized his great intellectual and spiritual potential and supported his studies, first at Istanbul’s Zografeion Lyceum, then in the Panagia School, later at the renown Seminary of Halki, where the future Ecumenical Patriarch fulfilled the curriculum for priestly formation. In 1963, he obtained from the same Seminary a Licentiate in Theology, to become later its Director, in 1968. 
To Meliton himself is owed his meeting first with Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras -- the man that, together with Paul VI, had the courage to proceed with the revocation of the excommunication of 1054 between Orthodox and Catholics -- and then with his Successor Dimitrios, for whom he would be personal assistangt for a good eighteen years. These offices were followed by more prestigious ones, up to presiding over the See of Chalcedon in 1990 and, just one year later, succeeding Dimitrios himself in 1991, in the role of Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople. 

Characterizing preponderantly Bartholomew’s Curriculum, is, undoubtedly, the ecumenical dimension. The period of studies was determinant, carried out in Rome at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, in fact during the Vatican’s Second Ecumenical Council: the meeting with great figures of Catholic and Protestant ecumenism; involvement in the intense debates that prepared the start of a “dialogue of charity” between Catholics and Orthodox; the subsequent involvement in the International Commission of Catholic-Orthodox Dialogue; the commitment to multilateral confrontations, carried out in the Ecumenical Council of Churches and in the Faith and Constitution Commission. Presiding over the latter, precisely when one of the most important texts was being elaborated – on Baptism, the Eucharist and the Ministry – his contribution was constantly constructive. In the most difficult phases, such as during the Third European Ecumenical Assembly of Sibiu in 2007, he also encouraged always the search for the hoped for communion actively pursued. 
International attention to the Ecumenical Patriarch was animated especially on the occasion of his interventions on environmental topics: the decision to take up the annual message for the care of Creation is just one dimension of a continual commitment that would be translated in numerous meetings and congresses, such as, for instance, the Joint Declaration, signed in 2002, with Saint John Paul II, in a video-conference between Venice and Rome. It is in fact in the wake of these initiatives that the altogether particular harmony flowers with Francis, evident already on the occasion of the opening Mass, which Bartholomew decided spontaneously to attend, struck from the first steps of his style in excercising his ministry. The closeness between Francis and Bartholomew found new impetus on the occasion of the shared visit to the refugee camp of Lesbos in April 2016, and in that to the Egyptian Coptic community, afflicted by violence. 
However, it is environmental subjects that build the privileged ambit of dialogue and sharing, as confirmed also by the publication made at the end of 2015,
 to gather the Patriarch’s texts subsequent to Laudato Si’.
 The Encyclical of “Francis of Rome” offers, in fact, further stimulus to the Patriarch of Constantinople. The essay “Ecology, Economy and Ecumenism: the Encyclical Laudato Si,’
 published originally in Time magazine on June 18, 2015, makes it evident, which underscores how the seminars organized by the Ecumenical Patriarchate between 1994 and 1998 on the Island of Halki already accentuated the 

“close connection that exists between ecology and economy. Both terms share the Greek root of oikos, which means “home.” Therefore, it was not a surprise for us that our beloved Brother Francis of Rome wished to open his encyclical, which was made public today in the Synod’s New Hall in the Vatican, with reference to God’s Creation as our common home.”

Bartholomew I’s Thought

Bartholomew I is, therefore, an emblematic figure for the environmental question, for integral ecology that represents a priority quite current in the Pontifical Roman Athenaeums and which it is a fortiori for the University Antonianum, where we find ourselves today for this important occasion. And he has been an emblematic figure for the environmental question for a long time – at least from the mid 90s of the last century.
The conferring of the Doctorate Honoris Causa in Philosophy by this Pontifical University Antonianum to Bartholomew I, Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, is not, however, only a recognition of his emblematic biography. Neither is it only his intellectual and spiritual closeness with the Holy Father Francis. Clear academic reasons also emerge, founded on the development of the Ecumenical Patriarch’s thought, as well as on the resonance that this has on contemporary culture. Among the many writings of the Ecumenical Patriarch, it is worth mentioning here at least the volume Our Mother Earth, which gathers some of the most significant pages of Bartholomew I’s “ecological doctrine,” given to the press in 2015, and the other subsequent work -- A Home Called Earth – of 2016, which contains reflections and points on which it is opportune to linger. 
In recalling some of the elements of Bartholomew I’s thought that circumscribe the occasion in which we find ourselves, it seems opportune to start “from the beginning,” namely, from the fact that the Ecumenical Patriarch also lets the duty of the care of the common home flow from faith in Creation:

“the world, in as much as created by God [ . . . ] is a creation and gift of God to man, ‘so that he tills it and keeps it” (Genesis 2:15), however, in no case is it man’s property. Man is ‘economo” (oikonomo) and administrator of Creation, and he does not have the right to use it as he thinks, all the more reason to destroy it.”

For Bartholomew I, faith in Creation downright stimulates the ecumenical process; it constitutes, namely, a further common element, beyond those of a doctrinal nature. The earth we inhabit, our common home, as he underscores in his essay on Ecology, Economy and Ecumenism, is in fact the dwelling we share, despite the differences generated by individual historical and cultural ways. 

The truth is that, beyond any doctrinal difference that can characterize the various Christian Confessions and beyond any religious divergence that can separate the various communities of faith, the earth unites us in a unique and extraordinary way. All of us in fact share the earth that is under our feet and we breathe the same air of our planet’s atmosphere.”

Precisely from this very fundamental instance for the whole Christian tradition springs that special responsibility of the human being in his dealings with Creation.  And it is precisely from this responsibility that Bartholomew’s firm intention matures to “promote just values and to inspire the virtues necessary to protect God’s Creation.”
 

Added then is a specification that cannot pass unobserved: “. . . protect God’s Creation in its human, animal and natural expression.” It is the whole of nature that attests to the creative work, that gift of God that is found at the beginning of being and of existence. The Eastern Christian Tradition expresses this reality with the Doctrine of the divine energies, according to which, in the words of the Ecumenical Patriarch himself, “Through His energies God pervades the whole of creation and, consequently, there is something sacred in every being.”
This theme, at once theological and spiritual of the Christian East, is developed here to express that secret presence of God in the whole of Creation, which sanctions its sacredness and, once more, the profound responsibility with which the human being is invested. 

This perspective is akin to that underscored by another great subject of the Jewish-Christian Tradition: the metaphor of the book of nature. Therefore, to conceive nature as a book refers one to the idea of an “author” of this book; and then of a message, of a meaning, of a meaning given to this book by its Author; and, finally, of a recipient of this message. This metaphor refers, hence, to the sacredness of nature. And it discloses also the perspective of a “hearer” of the message it conveys: the human being. It is not without meaning that the metaphor of the book of nature is also the door through which the figure of Saint Francis of Assisi makes its entrance in Laudato Si,’ the Hoy Father’s encyclical that attests unequivocally the harmony with the Ecumenical Patriarch. This, evidently, is not a secondary point in understanding why precisely in this setting -- the Pontifical University Antonianum, entrusted by the Pope to the Order of Franciscan Friars Minor -- we participate in the conferring of a Doctorate Honoris Causa on Bartholomew I, as a further sign of closeness and harmony between the Eastern Church and the Western Church. 
The metaphor of the book of nature appears to attribute to the human being a special role in Creation: he seems to be the privileged recipient of the message entrusted to this very beautiful book of its most wise Author. However, this privilege is also an honour, a task, a responsibility of which the human being cannot dispense himself. As the Ecumenical Patriarch himself holds, with eloquent and well-founded words: 
“The human race certainly has a unique role and responsibility, however, despite this, it represents a part of the universe, a part that cannot be thought of or conceived apart from respect for the universe. As Maximus the Confessor would say, human beings are not isolated from the rest of Creation, by their nature, they are connected to the entire Creation.”

It is also easy to recognize in these words the profound harmony with some articulations of Laudato Si’, as also with the Saint of Assisi, who not only inspires the encyclical and this Pontifical University, but also a conception of Creation, which today seems to require as one of the essential assumptions to be able to address the ecological question adequately, synergistically and effectively. 

It seems ever clearer, in fact, that the ecological question and the anthropological question are closely interconnected between them. The Patriarch of Constantinople stresses it forcefully, in fact, in one of the first comments to Laudato Si.’

“Therefore the Pope’s diagnosis strikes in the sign: “There are not two separate crises, one environmental and another social, but only one complex socio-environmental crisis.” In fact, as he continues in the following <passage>, there is need “of an integral approach to combat poverty, to restore dignity to the excluded and at the same time to take care of nature.’” 

The human being’s responsibility in dealings with nature is not replaced but rather accentuated even more, by the responsibility of each one in his dealing with his neighbour This intertwining of responsibility has specific relevance in the framework of the ecological question. And from this point of view, the thought of the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople is also unequivocal. Speaking of the “threat to the fragile ecosystems of our planet, represented by global warming” he does not fail to remind of “the urgent need for all religions to stress the need of a renewed way of conversion in our attitude in our dealings with nature;”
 and, shortly after he does not hesitate to stress how 
The ecological problem of pollution is intrinsically connected to the social problem of poverty; and, hence, the entire ecological activity is in the final analysis measured and adequately judged by its effects on others, beginning with the poorest (cf. Matthew 25:31-46).”

Evidently, this aspect of Bartholomew I’s thought cannot pass unobserved at the University Antonianum, rooted as it is in the sensibility of the Poverello of Assisi, who “gave particular attention to God’s Creation and to the poorest and most abandoned” (LS 10)

This “intrinsic bond” between the ecological question and the anthropological question, does not only have clear theological-pastoral implications in the Ecumenical Patriarch’s thought -- implications that find their vanishing point in the idea that environmental abuse is a true and proper sin against God, against humanity and against nature itself. However, at the same time, it has also a rich philosophical, ethical and anthropological content. 
Therefore, from the moment that we are here today to confer a Doctorate Honoris Causa in Philosophy, I would like to stress again some articulations of Bartholomew I’s thought of an evidently ethical-philosophical flavour. 

I’m not referring here only to concepts such as those like “crimes against nature” or “crimes against ourselves,” or to the invitation to look at the ethical and spiritual roots of the environmental problems, or again to the appeal for the protection of the common good. 

I am referring especially to that Christian humanism able to mitigate that “’omnipotence complex’ of the present  “man-god’”
 called recently precisely on the occasion of the Day of Prayer for Safeguarding Creation by the Ecumenical Patriarch, who does not fail to identify one of the focal points of the present crisis: 
“In the use of force that flows from science and technology, the ambiguity is revealed today of man’s freedom. Science is at the service of life; it contributes to progress, to address the illnesses and many situations that were regard up to today as “fatal”; it creates new positive prospects for the future. However, at the same time, it gives man very powerful means, whose evil use can be revealed to be catastrophic.”

Hence it is human freedom -- the free will that accompanies us indissolubly both with creativity as well as with responsibility -- that is the focal point on which at stake today is not only the environmental question, but also the integral-anthropological question of the future of humanity in this world: the whole of humanity in all its dimensions. 
Conclusion

What I have recalled in this Laudatio certainly does not exhaust Bartholomew’’ I’s merits, or the points of reflection that the Ecumenical Patriarch offers with his ministry -- and I am certain that from, these ideas we will still draw from the Lectio Magistralis that he is about to pronounce on this solemn occasion. 

However, from the brief references just made there is no lack of breadth, richness and fecundity in Bartholomew I’s thought. Environmental and ecological questions, anthropological, ethical topics, some among the most current and debated questions among which is <also> the question of social disparities and technology. It is a cultural and spiritual, institutional and pastoral commitment that does not fail to see also in the ecological question a way to Christian unity. A commitment that is enriched by a clear interdisciplinary openness -- rather a trans-disciplinary <openness>, -- triggering debates between scientists, economists, jurists, philosophers, theologians, exponents of the various religions and international institutions. <It is>, therefore, an integral and interdisciplinary commitment. And it is in fact on this testimony that I intend to conclude my Laudatio to Bartholomew I, Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople. His life and his ministry, his intellectual production and the priorities that he has promoted over the years, his ecclesiastical ministry and his spiritual work: all sounds like an interdisciplinary and integral commitment at the service of the human being, and, hence, of his common home – Creation --, and finally <at the service> of the Creator God of Heaven and of earth!
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