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INTRODUCTION
 

When we chose “The Gift of Creation: Theological Reflections on Ecology, Metaphysics and Poetry” as
the theme for the 8th International Symposium – Beyond Secular Faith, we intended that the event
should occur during the same year as the fifth anniversary of Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’.
However, given the challenging situation of the pandemic, we feel that it is more necessary than ever to
heed the pope’s call for a universal solidarity.

Therefore, in honor of the fifth anniversary of the promulgation of Laudato Si', IFES proposes a
profound reexamination of the Christian doctrine of the Gift-character of being and creation. The Gift-
character of being invites us to recover and deepen our study of the unity of the sciences, philosophy
and the arts within the fundamental dimension of the human person as created for the Gift (to be
received and given). The hope of this International Symposium and Summer School is to provide a
privileged forum to deepen the theological nexus of this unity and its implications to be illuminated by
the light of the gift of Christ.

CONFERENCE DETAILS
 

PLATFORM:
WebEx

The link to access the event will be emailed to registered attendees each day prior to the conference. 
 

REGISTER:
internationalsymposium.rsvpify.com

Limited places available.
 

COURSE CREDITS:
Students can also earn course credits for attending the Symposium. European students can gain 2

ECTS credits and American students can gain 3 graduate credits. For American graduate credits
through Saint Joseph's College of Maine, please contact onlineadmissions@sjcme.edu as soon as

possible. Additional fees payable to Saint Joseph's College apply. For ECTS credit inquiries and all other
questions, please contact secretaria@institutoifes.es. Additional fees may apply.
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COURSE DESCRIPTIONS



The Coronavirus Pandemic has the nature of a genuine "event" insofar as its reality is in excess of our
attempts fully to account for it as to its origins, causes, extent or implications. Nevertheless, just how
epochal an event it will prove is not so certain. For some commentators it remains simply a temporary
interruption, legitimately requiring an extraordinary but temporary response. For others, it is a sign of a
much larger and ongoing ecological crisis. Both these groups tend to welcome a current return to
greater levels of state action and public cooperation. But for still others this extraordinary response is
not to be regarded as either just provisional or benign, but as an intensification of existing and sinister
political economic processes, tending to both surveillance and mutual isolation (D’Eramo, "The
Philosopher’s Epidemic"). This contrast is somewhat echoed in terms of spiritual and religious
assessments of our current predicament. For many people, the Pandemic is a warning of our
disordered human relationship to life on earth; but for dissenters the response to it already implies an
overvaluing of life as such which so excessively foregoes risk as to endanger our living of truly
worthwhile and meaningful lives, perhaps in preparation for a greater life beyond death. 

In this lecture, we will consider three controverted dimensions of our current global situation: how truly
significant is this crisis? Is it the end of neoliberalism or the intensification of tyranny in the name of
emergency? And are we now putting life before money, or instead putting a calculus of death-limitation
before the risky pursuit of a truly human existence?

Giorgio Agamben, “The Invention of an Epidemic,” European Journal of Psychoanalysis, February 26,
2020, https://www.journal-psychoanalysis.eu/coronavirus-and-philosophers/.
Giorgio Agamben, Where are We Now? The Epidemic as Politics. Translated by Valeria Dani. London:
Eris, 2021.
Alain Badiou, “On the Epidemic Situation,” Verso Books, March 23, 2020, 
 https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4608-on-the-epidemic-situation.
Bruno Latour, “Is this a Dress Rehearsal?” Critical Inquiry, March 26, 2020,
https://critinq.wordpress.com/2020/03/26/is-this-a-dress-rehearsal/. 
R.R. Reno, “Coronavirus Reality Check,” First Things, April 27, 2020, https://www.firstthings.com/web-
exclusives/2020/04/coronavirus-reality-check.
Slavoj Žižek, Pandemic! Covid 19 Shakes the World. Cambridge: Polity, 2020.

BETWEEN CATASTROPHES: GOD, NATURE AND HUMANITY
JOHN MILBANK

Recommended Readings:



Berry, Wendell. "Inverting the Economic Order." Communio 36 (Fall 2009) 475–486. Reprinted from
The Progressive (September 2009). 
Berry, Wendell. "The Gift of Good Land." In The Gift of Good Land: Further Essays Cultural and
Agricultural, 267–281. Berkeley: Counterpoint, 1981.

LAND AS GIFT: 
RETHINKING ECONOMICS ACCORDING TO WENDELL BERRY

ILDEFONSO FERNÁNDEZ-FÍGARES VICIOSO

In this conference, I will show how Wendell Berry’s notion of economics presupposes a way of being-in-
relation in fidelity to the laws inscribed in nature. Without a true concern for the natural world, there
cannot be a healthy economy. In fact, to receive the world as a gift (from God) is what gives man his
true vocation to work and to share in full harmony with and within the economy of nature. 

Recommended Readings:



Prum, Richard O. Evolution of Beauty: How Darwin's Forgotten Theory of Mate Choice Shapes the Animal
World. New York: Doubleday, 2017.
Martínez de Anguita, Pablo. "31 de mayo, día mundial de la vida intrauterina." Cope.
https://www cope es/opinion/noticias/mayo-dia-mundial-vida-intrauterina-20190603 428104

THE ECOLOGY OF HUMAN REPRODUCTION AND MARRIAGE
PABLO MARTÍNEZ DE ANGUITA D’HUART

Ecology is defined as the scientific study of the processes that influence the distribution and
abundance of organisms, the interactions among organisms, and the interactions between organisms
and the transformation and flux of energy and matter. Human ecology should be therefore
understood as the distribution and abundance of human beings through their interaction with their
own species, among others, as well as with energy and matter. The abundance of human beings is
mostly a consequence of patterns of reproduction, given the absence of predators. From this point of
view, in terms of population ecology marriage could be considered as a human reproductive strategy.
The question is how the practice of marriage relates to the success of human reproduction. In this talk,
we will argue that even though we are not stones, rocks and humans both follow the laws of gravity,
and even though we are not just animals, eagles and humans both follow the laws of ecology.

According to this hypothesis, ecology should show us whether or not marriage is  merely an
anthropological question disconnected from the laws of population ecology: we should ask ourselves if
marriage itself is (or is not) the most efficient way to achieve reproductive success (and how this
reproductive success should be defined). Understanding marriage as a successful ecological strategy
can order many questions that are for the most part judged solely from a moral prospective without
relation to the laws of ecology; these provide a wider framework in which they can be analyzed. Are
love, fidelity and virtue spiritual things that only belong to the human sphere, or are they conditions
linked to the survival of offspring? Is religion a way to make the intuition of these ecological laws
intelligible to societies? Are religions encouraging successful reproductive behavior through human
morality? Does  the current expansion of non-reproductive sexual behaviors in Western societies
(among others) also correspond to ecological patterns? Is love just a human, spiritual response, or
does it suffice to explain and justify marriage? Is it also the answer to the questions that human
ecology must face? Are love and virtue necessary conditions for reproductive success ecologically? Is
marriage based in love and virtue the best ecological answer to the successful transmission of human
life? 

Recommended Readings:



Berry, Wendell. The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture. San Francisco: Sierra Club Books,
1986: 3-140.
Heidegger, Martin. Introduction to Metaphysics. Translated by Gregory Fried and Richard Polt. 2nd
ed. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014: 112-126 (Niemeyer Pagination—in margins).
A film worth watching: The Truman Show.

RE-HOMING THE HUMAN
JEFFREY DIRK WILSON

David Budbill formulates the problem: “A syndrome I call the Terrarium View of the World: nature
always at a distance, under glass” (Berry, 28). The human being is defined as “other” than the natural
world, and, thus Planet Earth is viewed and experienced as a foreign realm to be plundered or
preserved, but not lived in. Heidegger gave definition to this view in his interpretation of deinon from
Sophocles’s Antigone which he translates “unheimlich” (“uncanny”) which is the human’s “not-at-
homeness” in the world. I shall argue for a re-homing of human beings developing the theme Pope
Francis announces in the sub-title of Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home.

Recommended Readings:



Pope Francis, "Chapter Two: The Gospel of Creation." In Laudato si'.
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html.
Hans Jonas, Chapter V: "Responsibility Today: Endangered Future and the Idea of Progress,"
numbers I ("The Future of Mankind and the Future of Nature") and VI ("Utopia and the Idea of
Progress"). In The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the Technological Age. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1984.

GOD'S GIFT OF NATURE AND HUMAN RESPONSIBILITY
WŁADYSŁAW ZUZIAK

Both man and nature are the work of the same Creator. The human task is to read God's plan
contained in nature and to participate in the work of God wisely. However, man is increasingly
separating himself from nature and contributing to its degeneration. Therefore, we need a deeper
ethical reflection related to the responsibility for our common world.

Recommended Readings:

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html


·D.C. Schindler, “The Word as the Center of Man’s Onto-Dramatic Task.” Communio 49, no. 1 (2019):
pp. 73–85.
·Michael Dominic Taylor, “Two Visions of Nature and Morality: The Technological Paradigm vs. Eco-
philosophies” in The Foundations of Nature: Metaphysics of Gift for an Integral Ecological Ethic,
Cascade Books, Eugene, OR, 2020, pp. 46-78. 

CREATION AND THE GIFT-TASK OF THE HUMAN PERSON 
IN THE THOUGHT OF FERDINAND ULRICH

MICHAEL DOMINIC TAYLOR

Philosophically and culturally, the West has been mired in a modern materialist and mechanistic
ontology for nearly four centuries, which has only been artificially opposed more recently by an equally
materialistic postmodern ontology based in process and emergence. However, it is not modern science
or technology that gave rise to this kind of thinking, though these were the occasion for its full-fledged
assault on the theocentric worldview of the medieval period. Rather, as the German philosopher and
theologian Ferdinand Ulrich (1931-2020) observed, because of man’s unique place in creation as the
maximum expression of being’s self gift, being is “co-determined” by each human person through their
very mode of thinking and living. Thus, every man, woman, and child at every time and in every culture
plays a role in the gift of being according to the manner in which one’s own existence, and indeed all of
creation, is received. 

Unless thinking is also thanking for the gratuity of existence, the human person strays from his nature
and vocation with devastating effects for the dignity of creation: from the first “megamachines” made
out of human slaves in Ancient Egypt, to the sickening efficiency of the Holocaust and other methods to
dispose of “life unworthy of life.” The gift of being to the human person, is indeed a “gift-task” (“Aufe-
Gabe”). While the going forth (exitus) of creation has been thoroughly and fruitfully examined, and
should continue to be, Ulrich offers a striking analysis of creation’s ultimate return to its source (reditus)
precisely through the soul of the human person, made accessible and shared through the loving
affirmation that is the spoken word. These reflections open new terrain for philosophical and
theological reflection on the vocation of the human person in creation, knowledge as loving affirmation
granted through the giving of names, and the significance of the poetic word as performative language.
The unifying roles of beauty and the imagination must also be addressed. 

Recommended Readings:



Augustine, De Trinitate, Bks 8–15 (esp. 15.9.15–15.11.20).
Josef Pieper, “Inexhaustible Light.” In The Silence of St Thomas (South Bend: St Augustine’s, 1963), 94–
99.
Dorothy L. Sayers, “Man: The Creating Creature: Problem Picture.” In Christian Letters To a Post-
Christian World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), 107–29.

RHETORICAL STYLE AS REAL SUBSTANCE: 
INTERPRETING THE WORK OF CREATION

NORMAN KLASSEN

Is there a centre of gravity in our eco-speech? Is it in an imagined (idolatrous) respect of the world for
its own sake? Or is our speech de-centred, participating in the life of the creative Word? This seminar is
about staying ahead of contemporary forms of bureaucratization in our husbanding of the created
order. Emphasis will be placed on the critique of bureaucracy and the Catholic vision in the fiction of
David Adams Richards. 

Recommended Readings:



Etienne Gilson, “A Handbook for Beginning Realists.” In Methodical Realism, 93–106. San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 2011.
Jacques Maritain, “Critical Realism.” In The Degrees of Knowledge: The Collected Works of Jacques
Maritain, Vol. VII, 75–144. Translated by Gerald B. Phelan. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1995.
Jean Piaget, The Child’s Conception of the World. Translated by Joan and Andrew Tomlinson.
Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2007.

THE GIFT OF DISTINGUISHING WHAT IS REAL 
FROM WHAT IS NOT 

ALEJANDRO SERANI MERLO
 

Human beings have been characterized as “awakened animals” (Heraclitus, André Marc). The “living
human” has been placed not solely in an environment; a habitat; a “milieu” or an “Unwelt” (Von Uexküll),
but in a surrounding “world” (Welt). The living man is installed in reality “as reality” (Zubiri). Reality is not
a subjective construction, nor an imposed superstructure, much less an illusion or a delirium. Reality
precedes knowledge, and consequently, is already included in the very notion of knowledge.
 
Human beings exhibit intelligent behaviour very early during their extrauterine development. Conscient
and explicit distinction between what is real from what is not, what is genuine and what is “fake” is
probably the earliest intellectual cognitive experience that a young human has. To be aware of reality
“as reality” is a gift from intelligence, and intelligence is a gift from God. 

Naive “critical thinking” can do a great harm to human intelligence. Human education must be oriented
in order to recognize, develop, protect and comfort child intelligence in its pristine, confident and
grateful access to reality.

Recommended Readings:



Jean Danielou, The Angels and their Mission (Manchester, NH: Sophia Institute Press, 2010).
Rocco Buttiglione, “The Relative Truth of Relativism: A Philosophical/Theological Commentary on 2
Corinthians 1:19–20.” Available on request.

THE RETURN OF THE ANGELS:
THE ECOLOGICAL TURN AS A CONVERSION TO THE THEOLOGY OF

CREATION AND TO NATURAL LAW
ROCCO BUTTIGLIONE

 
The pagans had an analogical understanding of the world: in every natural phenomenon they saw a
guiding spirit, in each bush a Faun, in each spring a Naiad. Max Weber has contended that Christian
monotheism desecrated the world of nature and transformed it into raw material deprived of a form
and meaning of its own. This is far from the truth (at least for Catholicism): the cult of the angels and of
the saints has enhanced within monotheism the perception of the Sacred and the sacrality of nature.
Laudato si’ calls for a conversion to Christ as the Logos through whom all things were made and who
has left in all created beings an imprint of His creative power. To this imprint, a specific respect is due:
man is allowed to use the world of nature but is also called to respect its inner finality and dignity. This
dignity of nature constitutes the natural law. 

Recommended Readings:



Sancti Augustini, Confessionum libri XIII. Mainly, books VII, XI-XIII.
Sancti Augustini, De Civitate Dei libri XXII. Mainly, books XI-XII.
Étienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine. Cluny, Providence, Rhode Island 2020.
Translated from the French by L.E.M. Lynch. Original title: Introduction a l’étude de Saint Augustine.
Vrin, Paris 1943. 

“ORDINATISSIMA PULCHRITUDO HUIUS MUNDI”: 
ST. AUGUSTINE’S IMAGE OF CREATION

SALVADOR ANTUÑANO ALEA
 

Amongst the contradictions of our age, we can see, on one side, the indiscriminate exploitation of
Nature, and on the other, the most radical ecological projects. In order to find some guidance and
wisdom for this contradiction, we propose to look at the imago mundi of such an ancient, pre-scientific,
and Christian theologian as Saint Augustine. With that aim, based on the Augustinian metaphysical
outline of esse-videre-amare, we will reflect on his context; then we will analyze some of his key texts and
ideas on Creation, its order and beauty; and finally, we will try to derive from it some consequences for
our own time. 

Recommended Readings:



Pope Francis, Laudato si'. http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html.
Pope Francis, Let's Dream Together (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020). Part I: "Time to See."

UNDERSTANDING LAUDATO SI'
RODRIGO GUERRA LÓPEZ

The Encyclical Laudato Si' is a joyful affirmation that the Catholic Social Doctrine is maturing with
"creative fidelity" to offer us renewed permanent principles, criteria for judgment and guidelines for
action. Christianity thus appears as "good news" about social life, integral human development and the
environment. Part of this "good news" includes the proclamation that "everything is connected," that is,
that mutual relationality demands the mutual responsibility of all and for the whole. Likewise, a
renewed social philosophy, with strong metaphysical and relational roots, pulsates within the Encyclical,
making its message a provocation to all people of good will beyond the frontiers of the Catholic
Church. 

Recommended Readings:

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html


Marion, Jean-Luc, "The Idol and the Icon." In God Without Being (Hors-Texte, Second Edition. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2012).
John Chtyssavgis, "Icons, Liturgy, Saints: Ecological insights from Orthodox spirituality." Paper
presented at the 3rd Meeting of the World Council of Churches Working Group on Mission and
Spirituality, Athens, March 22–27, 2010.

LOVE OF CREATION BETWEEN SACRAMENT AND IDOLATRY
WILLIAM CAVANAUGH

The ecological crisis is not adequately described as the instrumentalization of the material world,
treating creation as disenchanted matter.  Ecological destruction rather arises from a type of fetishism
of the material, which is a type of idolatry.  In this lecture I will diagnose this idolatry as a type of
narcissism, and oppose to it a sacramental worldview in which the material is received as a gift from
God and reverenced as such.  I will show how fetishism obscures and damages human social relations,
and I will show how a sacramental worldview, by contrast, can promote an integral ecology in which
human social relations are inseparable from concern for the environment and communion with God.

Recommended Readings:
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