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Earth Day: Spirituality and Sustainability   
by Sister Barbara O’Donnell, HM 

 

We stand before God’s creation with wonder, awe, humility and 

gratitude.  Faith deepens as we strengthen our relationship with 

God, humanity and all other beings. The integration of ecological 

sustainability and spirituality surfaces questions about the living 

out of our Catholic faith in response to increased diminishment of 

Earth’s ecosystems. 
 

For over 150 years, the land of Villa Maria, in Lawrence County, has 

been home for the Sisters of the Humility of Mary. Thousands of others 

are welcomed each year to this holy ground.  Our history of conservation 

and sustainable agricultural practices motivates us to protect the integrity of water, air, soil and all Earth 

elements. Preserving a healthy habitat for humans extends to farm animals, vegetation, numerous species of 

birds and wildlife that make a home here.  

 
Growing food was a necessity for our founders.  Sharing their yield came naturally by living in the spirit of    

Mary’s humility. That spirt invites us now to proclaim our HM Mission of “bringing more abundant life to 

God’s people, especially those who are poor” by sharing produce with local food centers. Villa Maria 

Farm produce nourishes all residents and guests. Market barn sales and a community supported garden 

are open for public participation.   

 

Through ministries of Villa Maria Education and Spirituality Center, teaching children about the 

importance of growing food and good nutrition takes place, along with retreats and programs related to 

EcoSpirituality and EcoJustice.  A contemplative spirit contributes to the call to Gospel justice -- to be in 

solidarity with those most affected by economic limitations and the degradation of Earth locally and 

globally. Values for simple living are stated in our HM Constitutions: In our common witness and 

service we strive to live simply, supporting one another through our work and using the goods of the 

earth in responsible stewardship.  (#30)    
 

Our HM Land Ethic with Principles of Sustainability expresses our commitment for the future.  

The introduction is clear: “A Land Ethic serves as a guide for decisions made by the entire congregation 

and by those in congregational leadership regarding the land for which we are responsible.” The 

document was used as we prayed, discerned and decided not to sign a lease to allow fracking on our 

land. “Reasons for Not Fracking” are also articulated.  The Ethic states: 

 “We acknowledge our need for ongoing assessment of our attitudes and actions toward conservation 

and sustainable living.  Understanding the consequences of our decisions, we will evaluate all potential 

changes to the use of the land of Villa Maria in light of this Land Ethic.” 
 

The United Nations describes sustainability in the context of “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
i
 The late 

Passionist priest, Thomas Berry, spoke similar words: “Our challenge is to satisfy our essential human 

needs without destroying the biodiversity that makes our planet so nourishing and rich.”
ii
 

 

We invite others to learn of our heritage and spirituality which resonates with the Preamble of the UN 

Earth Charter: 

Everyone shares responsibility for the present and future well-being of the human family and the 

larger living world. The spirit of human solidarity and kinship with all life is strengthened when 



we live with reverence for the mystery of being, gratitude for the gift of life, and humility 

regarding the human place in nature.
iii

 

 

Earth’s sacred evolutionary processes brought forth beauty and diversity over billions of years. 

Spiritual wisdom and scientific insights comingle and Hubble Telescope photos encourage an 

appreciation of the mystery of an ever expanding universe that is a story of divine love and 

energy. Scripture, Catholic Social Teaching, and U.S. Catholic Bishops are clear about our responsibility 

toward creation. Saint John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI wrote about ecological concerns as a moral 

issue. We await an encyclical on the environment from Pope Francis. 

 

A vision of global sustainability invites us to think and act for the Common Good. A spirituality of 

sustainability rests in Micah 6:8 - You have been told what is good and what God asks of you, simply 

this: to act justly, love tenderly and walk humbly with your God. 

 

 

 

Sister Barbara O’Donnell, HM, is a member of the staff of the Villa Maria Education and Spirituality 

Center. 
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