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Sister Dorothy Stang,
Martyr of the Amazon
by John Dear

On Feb. 12, 2005, Sr. Dorothy 
Stang walked along a dirt road 
deep in the heart of Brazil’s 
Amazon, on her way to meet a 
handful of poor farmers bearing 
up under harassment from 
illegal loggers and ranchers. She 
trudged along, until two hired 
assassins blocked her way. In 
response to their challenge, she 
produced maps and documents 
proving that the government had 
designated the land as a reserve 
for the landless poor. “Do you 
have a weapon?” they asked. Yes, 
she answered, showing them the 
Bible she carried for decades. 
She opened it and began to 
read aloud: “Blessed are the 
poor in spirit. Blessed are those 
who hunger and thirst for justice. 
Blessed are the peacemakers ...” 
Then, she said, “God bless you, my 
sons.”

The two shot her six times and ran. 
Her body lay on the dirt road all 
day, nearby witnesses later said, 
because they were afraid they 

would be shot if they moved it. As 
it rained, her blood mixed with the 
dirt. The news pierced my heart. I 
felt the same stab of pain and glory 
as when I heard the news 27 years 
ago of the murders of Ita Ford, 
Maura Clarke, Dorothy Kazel and 
Jean Donovan. And I’ve followed 
with great interest the trials of 
Dorothy’s assassins. Now Orbis 
Books has published a powerful 
biography, Martyr of the Amazon: 
The Life of Sister Dorothy Stang 
by Roseanne Murphy. I urge you 
to get a copy and ponder her life. 
You’ll feel, like I do, evangelized, 
inspired and challenged by this 
great saint and martyr.

I suspected early on that Sr. 
Dorothy had attained great moral 
heights. Anyone who leaves their 
homeland, spends four decades 
serving the poorest of the poor in 
Amazon, and defends the forest 
-- long before anyone ever thought 
of an environmental movement 
-- must possess enormous 
commitment, faith and vision.
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“I don’t want to flee, 
nor do I want to 
abandon the battle 
of these farmers 
who live without 
any protection in the 
forest. They have the 
sacrosanct right to 
aspire to” a better 
life on land where 
they can live and 
work with dignity 
while respecting the 
environment.”

-Sr. Dorothy Stang



In Dayton, 1931, she was born, one of nine in 
a lively and devout Catholic family. At 17, she 
entered the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, 
and in 1953 she was sent to serve the poor, teach 
children, and assist at Most Holy Trinity parish in 
the desert of Sunnyslope, Ariz. After many good 
years, she volunteered to join a mission to Brazil, 
and in 1966 off she went -- later to become a 
citizen there. In the years before she was killed, she 
was hailed with honors for her work. She learned 
the languages and set up remote parishes. Walked 
the forest and met with the poorest farmers. Set 
up dozens of base communities and taught them 
the Gospel. She launched 23 schools and created 
a structure for the poor to claim their land. A tidy 
sum of work. The base community movement, 
liberation theology, the environmental movement 
-- she brought them forth, like a vineyard from a 
wasteland, along with the other church workers.

Feisty and energetic and loving, one of the great 

saints. Surely she’ll be canonized one day. To 
that end she remained faithful to the poor, to 
the ruined Amazon, and so, to the Gospel and 
the God of justice and compassion. Beautiful 
stories come down to us. How she fed the hungry, 
built community, lived in destitution. How she 
confronted illegal loggers and corrupt ranchers, 
the class who stole land from the poor, kept them 
in misery, and bought off the police, the military 
and the government. Death threats rained down 
on Dorothy for years, along with insults and hate 
mail. Ranchers took aim at the community center 
for women that she had founded and riddled it 
with bullets. On one occasion the police arrested 
her for passing out “subversive” material. It was 
the United Nations’s Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. Another time, she escaped by a 
hairs-breadth an attempt on her life.

Yet she carried on and included the ranchers in her 
prayers for peace. Her defense of the poor was 

Sister Dorothy Stang, a member of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur in Belem, northern Brazil, in 2004. She was 73 when she was murdered Feb. 12, 2005, on an isolated 
road near the Brazilian town of Anapu. (Reuters/CNS/2004)



fearless. She did her homework, studied the laws, 
barged repeatedly into government offices to 
lodge heated complaints. The poor, she said, were 
promised land, but here they are being driven 
off, loggers and ranchers behind it all, and the 
government turning a blind eye, turning a blind 
eye, as well, toward the destruction of the forest. 
She stood fearless even as she witnessed over the 
years the marriage of powers, commercial interests 
and the military. Together they threatened and 
terrorized and forced many of her programs to 
collapse. But she remained positive and hopeful, 
virtually always smiling.

“That I’ve been able to live, love, be loved and 
work with the Brazilian people, help them find 
confidence in themselves, to profoundly sense 
God’s presence in their lives and then be a creative 
influence in society from which a more human 
society can be born, I thank all of you,” she wrote 
her family and friends on her 60th birthday in 1991. 
“It’s a chain reaction. We can give positive input-
energy into life but we need to be charged also. In 
the midst of all this violence there are many small 
communities that have learned the secret of life: 
sharing, solidarity, confidence, equality, pardon, 
working together. God is present -- generator 
and sustainer of all life. Thus life is productive and 
transforming in the midst of all this.”

Over the years, Dorothy wore a favorite T-shirt that 
read: “The death of the forest is the end of our 
lives.” She knew first hand what the destruction of 
the Amazon meant, not only for Brazil but for the 
planet. In 1991, she took a sabbatical program in 
Oakland, California to study creation spirituality 
with Matthew Fox (and lived around the corner 
from me. ) Afterwards, she attended the historic 
1992 first Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. A few 
weeks later, she wrote her family, “Tell all that 
we must make great efforts to save our planet. 
Mother Earth is not able to provide anymore. Her 
water and air are poisoned and her soil is dying 
of exaggerated use of chemicals, all in the name 
of profit. Pray for all of us and for a world where 
all can live -- plants, animals and humans -- in 
peace and harmony.” In 2002, the death threats 
intensified. The mayor of the nearby town said, 
“We have to get rid of that woman if we are going 
to have peace.” A list circulated of people with 

“bounties” on their heads. Atop the list was her 
name -- Stang, $20,000.

But she was undeterred. “I know that they want 
to kill me,” she said, “but I will not go away. My 
place is here alongside these people who are 
constantly humiliated by the powerful.” Visiting 
her family and community in Ohio a few months 
before she was killed, she told one sister, “I just 
want to sink myself into God.” Her absence gave 
the authorities space to work a different tack. On 
her return she was met with a trumped-up charge, 
organizing armed rebellion. This should put her 
in her place, water down her gumption. And off 
to trial she went. It was in the middle of it that she 
died. “I look at Jesus carrying the cross,” she said 
a few days before her death, when asked by a 
novice about her prayer, “and I ask for the strength 
to carry the suffering of the people.” A day before 
she died, she said: “If something is going to 
happen, I hope it happens to me, because the 
others have families to care for.”

At her funeral two thousand people marched. 
Hundreds of reporters descended from around 
the world. “Today, we are not going to bury 
Dorothy. We are going to plant her,” her 
community said. “Dorothy vive!” the crowd 
returned. Brazil’s president announced days later 
the creation of two new national parks in the rain 
forest. He declared the expansion of another and 
placed eight and a half million acres more under 
environmental protection. And he suspended 
logging in the most hotly contested areas. 
Dorothy is rising in her people and in the land. 
She will rise in us, too, if we join her campaign. I 
urge you: Let Dorothy inspire you--her great spirit, 
her work for justice and peace, her service to the 
poorest, her defense of the earth. Especially her 
trust in God, her steadfast determination, her 
carrying on -- no matter what. She will teach us 
how to do likewise, how to live in hope despite 
these despairing, deadly times.

Reprinted by permission of National Catholic 
Reporter Publishing Company NCRonline.org.



Questions 
for Reflection & Discussion on the 
Witness of Sister Dorothy Stang
What were your thoughts, feelings or reactions as you read Sr. Dorothy’s story?

How is Sr. Dorothy a Witness of Mercy for you?

Sr. Dorothy lived ‘Laudato Si’ -- the encyclical on the environment -- long before it 
was ever written. How is Sr. Dorothy’s witness reflected in ‘Laudato Si’ (a study guide 
is included in this resource)?

At Sr. Dorothy’s funeral, her community said,“Today, we are not going to bury Dorothy. 
We are going to plant her.” The crowd of thousands responded, “Dorothy vive!” How 
will you “plant” Sr. Dorothy’s witness in your life?  

www.futurechurch.org
216.228.0869

3909 Rocky River Drive 
Cleveland, OH 44111



WOMEN
WITNESSES
OF MERCY

CELEBRATING THE EXTRAORDINARY WITNESS
      OF WOMEN DURING THE YEAR OF MERCY

 
 E

du
ca

tio
na

l R
es

ou
rc

e

Sister Dorothy Stang
In Her Own Words

On Care for the Earth

Our fast changing world makes many demands, and it is only a deep faith that makes it all 
worthwhile.

I work with people who are living on the margin. They help me in renewing the earth in the way we 
take care of it. All of us are part of a great Oneness.

We are only here on the land for a few decades. Use every day to bring joy and not greed to our 
tired land so full of anguish.

We have to learn to have the necessary things of life. We have to ask ourselves, what do I need, 
not what do I want.

Just as plants die and are reborn, we too each day lay to rest what we did that day and awake to a 
new sunrise.

Let’s all conserve so we can have a healthy planet.

We must help the people recapture a relationship with Mother Earth that is tender and kind.

We must make great efforts to save our planet. Earth is not able to provide anymore. Her water 
and air are poisoned and her soil is dying of exaggerated use of chemicals.

From “My Faith Sustains Me” words and reflections of Sister Dorothy Stang, 
SNDdeN. Compiled by Sister Louanna Orth, SNDdeN. Reprinted with 
permission of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur. www.sndohio.org. 
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On Peace and Justice

Did we make our lives so comfortable and withdrawn from reality that we cannot see the social 
sins that our silence is supporting?

War is no way to peace. It breeds hate and leaves deep wounds.

Justice, when it is in relation to the poor, doesn’t move.

May God give you the wisdom and disposition to help build a world where all have a place with 
dignity.

Pray for all of us and for a world where all can live – plants, animals and human life – in peace and 
harmony.

I pray daily that some day our world can hear the appeal that Christ our true liberator makes to 
each of us to live a more self-sacrificing life and create a world of fraternal people.

Only a profound change in our way of living – our values and attitudes – can bring new life to our 
world.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

In “On Care for the Earth,” Sister Dorothy makes several challenges. Which ones 
do you find most difficult to accept? Which ones are easier? Why?

In “On Peace and Justice,” Sister Dorothy writes, “Did we make our lives so 
comfortable and withdrawn from reality that we cannot see the social sins that 
our silence is supporting?” In what ways has your own comfort allowed you to 
withdraw from the present realities facing the world and the poorest in it?

What values and attitutudes need to be changed in order to bring new life to our 
world?
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‘Laudato Si’ Reflection and Discussion 
Guide

Introduction: Pope Francis begins the encyclical 
by invoking the inspiration for the title of Laudato 
Si: “Saint Francis of Assisi reminds us that our 
common home is like a sister with whom we share 
our life and a beautiful mother who opens her 
arms to embrace us” (1). 

Today, however, “This sister now cries out to us 
because of the harm we have inflicted on her by 
our irresponsible use and abuse of the goods 
with which God has endowed her. We have 
come to see ourselves as her lords and masters, 
entitled to plunder her at will…this is why the 
earth herself, burdened and laid waste, is among 
the most abandoned and maltreated of our 
poor…” (2).

Concluding the introduction, Pope Francis makes 
an appeal: “The urgent challenge to protect 
our common home includes a concern to bring 
the whole human family together to seek a 
sustainable and integral development...” (3), 
which demands “a new dialogue about how we 
are shaping the future of our planet” (14). 

Yet there are obstacles to such a dialogue: 
“Obstructionist attitudes, even on the part of 
believers, can range from denial of the problem 
to indifference, nonchalant resignation or blind 
confidence in technical solutions. We require a 
new and universal solidarity” (14).

Questions for Reflection: 

1. Pope Francis writes that the earth “now 
cries out to us because of the harm we have 
inflicted…” In your personal experience how are 
those cries made manifest?

2. Pope Francis recognizes that there are 
obstacles to hearing and responding to the 
cries of the earth and that they can “range from 
denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant 
resignation or blind confidence in technical 
solutions.” In your opinion what is the greatest 
obstacle to shaping a better future for our 
planet?

Each chapter of ‘Laudato Si’ -- Pope Francis’ encyclical on the environment -- is summarized with direct quotes. Questions 
for reflection and discussion appear the end of each chapter’s summary. 



Chapter 1 – What is happening to our common 
home

The first chapter reads the “signs of the times” 
by reviewing recent scientific findings on the 
environment as a way “to become painfully 
aware, to dare to turn what is happening to the 
world into our own personal suffering and thus 
to discover what each of us can do about it” (19). 
Several areas that are reviewed:

Pollution and climate change: “Climate change 
is a global problem with serious implications, 
environmental, social, economic, political and 
for the distribution of goods; it represents one 
of the principal challenges facing humanity in 
our day” (25). “If present trends continue, this 
century may well witness extraordinary climate 
change and an unprecedented destruction of 
ecosystems, with serious consequences for all 
of us” (24). Yet, the poor are most vulnerable: 
“Exposure to atmospheric pollutants produces 
a broad spectrum of health hazards, especially 
for the poor, and causes millions of premature 
deaths” (20). Still, “many of those who possess 
more resources and economic or political power 
seem mostly to be concerned with masking the 
problems or concealing their symptoms” (26). 
At the same time, “our lack of response to these 
tragedies involving our brothers and sisters 
points to the loss of that sense of responsibility 
for our fellow men and women upon which all 
civil society is founded” (25).

 Humanity is called to recognize the need 
for changes of lifestyle, production and 
consumption, in order to combat this warming 
or at least the human causes which produce or 
aggravate it” (23).

The issue of water: The Pope emphatically states 
that “access to safe drinkable water is a basic 
and universal human right, since it is essential to 
human survival and, as such, is a condition for the 
exercise of other human rights”. To deprive the 
poor of access to water is to deny them “the right 
to a life consistent with their inalienable dignity” 
(30).

Loss of biodiversity: “Each year sees the 
disappearance of thousands of plant and 
animal species which we will never know, which 
our children will never see, because they have 
been lost forever” (33). “The loss of forests and 
woodlands entails the loss of species which may 
constitute extremely important resources in 
the future, not only for food but also for curing 
disease and other uses” (#32).

“It is not enough however, to think of different 
species merely as potential “resources” to be 
exploited while overlooking the fact that they 
have value in themselves” (#33).“Because all 
creatures are connected each must be cherished 
with love and respect, for all of us as living 
creatures are dependent on one another” (#42).

Decline in the quality of human life and the 
breakdown of society: “Human beings too are 
creatures of this world, enjoying a right to life and 
happiness, and endowed with unique dignity. So 
we cannot fail to consider the effects on people’s 
lives of environmental deterioration, current 
models of development and the throwaway 
culture” (#43). “The social dimensions of global 
change include the effects of technological 
innovations on employment, social exclusion, 
an inequitable distribution and consumption of 
energy and other services, social breakdown, 
increased violence and a rise in new forms of 
social aggression, drug trafficking, growing drug 
use by young people, and the loss of identity. 
These are signs that the growth of the past 
two centuries has not always led to an integral 
development and an improvement in the quality 
of life” (#46). 

Global Inequality: “The human environment and 
the natural environment deteriorate together; 
we cannot adequately combat environmental 
degradation unless we attend to causes related 
to human and social degradation. In fact, the 
deterioration of the environment and of social 
society affects the most vulnerable people on 
the planet” (48). “A true ecological approach 
always becomes a social approach; it must 
integrate questions of justice in debates on the 



environment, so as to hear both the cry of the 
earth and the cry of the poor” (49). 

“Inequity affects not only individuals but entire 
countries; it compels us to consider an ethics 
of international relations. A true “ecological 
debt” exists, particularly between the global 
north and south, connected to commercial 
imbalances with effects on the environment, and 
the disproportionate use of natural resources by 
certain countries over long periods of time….The 
warming caused by huge consumption on the 
part of some rich countries has repercussion on 
the poorest areas of the world…” (51). 

There are “differentiated responsibilities” 
because “the poorest areas and countries …
lack the wherewithal to develop the necessary 
processes and to cover their costs “ 52). 

Weak Responses: “The problem is that we 
still lack the culture needed to confront this 
crisis” (53). “The alliance between the economy 
and technology ends up sidelining anything 
unrelated to its immediate interests” and “any 
genuine attempt by groups within society 
to introduce change is viewed as a nuisance 
based on romantic illusions or an obstacle to be 
circumvented” (54).

“People may well have a growing ecological 
sensitivity but it has not succeeded in changing 
their harmful habits of consumption which, rather 
than decreasing, appear to be growing all the 
more” (55).

Questions for Reflection:

1. Before addressing each of the six areas, Pope 
Francis writes that the purpose is to “become 
painfully aware, to dare to turn what is happening 
to the world into our own personal suffering.” Of 
the six areas discussed, which one are you most 
“painfully aware” of? How have you become 
“painfully aware”? 

2. Which one(s) do you need to become more 
aware of?

3. The pope argues, “we have to realize that 
a true ecological approach always becomes a 
social approach; it must integrate questions of 
justice in debates on the environment, so as 
to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of 
the poor.” In what ways do you experience the 
cries of the poor AND the earth in your own 
community/locale? in the world?

4. The pope writes, “People may well have a 
growing ecological sensitivity but it has not 
succeeded in changing their harmful habits of 
consumption which, rather than decreasing, 
appear to be growing all the more.” What 
changes do you (personally or as a community/
organization) need to make in your habits of 
consumption given your increasing ecological 
sensitivity?

Chapter Two – The Gospel of Creation

In the Second Chapter, having read the ‘signs 
of the times,’ Pope Francis focuses his attention 
to the role religion can play in the dialogue and 
creating a new ecology: “faith convictions can 
offer Christians, and some other believers as well, 
ample motivation to care for nature and for the 
most vulnerable of their brothers and sisters” 
(64).

Pope Francis selects Biblical accounts which 
offering a comprehensive view of creation – 
including humanity -- that comes from the Judeo-
Christian tradition: “These ancient stories, full of 
symbolism, bear witness to a conviction which we 
today share, that everything is interconnected, 
and that genuine care for our own lives and our 
relationships with nature is inseparable from 
fraternity, justice and faithfulness to others” (70).

In the Bible, “the God who liberates and saves 
is the same God who created the universe, and 
these two divine ways of acting are intimately and 
inseparably connected” (73). 

The story of creation is central for reflecting 
on the relationship between human beings 
and other creatures and on how sin breaks the 



harmony of all creation in its entirety: “These 
accounts suggest that human life is grounded 
in three fundamental and closely intertwined 
relationships: with God, with our neighbour and 
with the earth itself. According to the Bible, these 
three vital relationships have been broken, both 
outwardly and within us. This rupture is sin” (66).

“We Christians have at times incorrectly 
interpreted the Scriptures, nowadays we must 
forcefully reject the notion that our being 
created in God’s image and given dominion 
over the earth justifies absolute domination over 
other creatures” (67). Human beings have the 
responsibility to “‘till and keep’ the garden of 
the world (cf. Gen 2:15)” (67), knowing that “the 
ultimate purpose of other creatures is not to 
be found in us. Rather, all creatures are moving 
forward, with us and through us, towards a 
common point of arrival, which is God” (83).

That the human being is not the master of the 
universe “does not mean to put all living beings 
on the same level and to deprive human beings 
of their unique worth and the tremendous 
responsibility it entails. Nor does it imply a 
divinization of the earth which would prevent 
us from working on it and protecting it in its 
fragility” (90). What is needed is the awareness 
of a universal communion: “All of us are linked 
by unseen bonds and together form a kind of 
universal family, a sublime communion which 
fills us with a sacred, affectionate and humble 
respect” (89).

The chapter concludes with a reflection on 
Jesus: “The earthly Jesus” with “his tangible and 
loving relationship with the world” is “risen and 
glorious, and is present throughout creation by 
his universal Lordship” (100).

Questions for Reflection:

1. Do you agree with the pope’s statement “faith 
convictions can offer…ample motivation to care 
for nature and the most vulnerable”? Why or why 

not?

2. The pope writes that the biblical accounts of 
creation “bear witness to a conviction which we 
today share, that everything is interconnected”. 
How do you experience this interconnectedness? 
How do you suppose how you experience this 
interconnectedness differently from the poor? 

Chapter three – The human roots of the 
ecological crisis

Chapter three analyzes the current situation, “so 
as to consider not only its symptoms but also its 
deepest causes” (15).

The Pope begins by reflecting on advances 
in technology, which he acknowledges have 
contributed to the improvement of living 
conditions. Yet technological advances give 
“those with the knowledge, and especially the 
economic resources to use them, an impressive 
dominance over the whole of humanity and the 
entire world” (104). This dominance leads to 
the destruction of nature and the exploitation 
of people, especially the most vulnerable: “The 
technocratic paradigm also tends to dominate 
economics and political life” (109), keeping 
us from recognizing that “by itself the market 
cannot guarantee integral human development 
and social inclusion” (109).

“Modernity has been marked by an excessive 
anthropocentrism” (116) which has led humans 
to “fail to find their true place in this world” and 
“misunderstand themselves and end up acting 
against themselves (115). Thus humans develop 
a self-centered position is focused exclusively on 
themselves and on their own power and desires. 
This results in a “use and throw away” culture 
that justifies every type of waste, environmental 
or human, that treats both the other and nature 
as simple objects and leads to a myriad of forms 
of domination. 

The Encyclical addresses two areas, which have 



become subject to this culture. First, work: “to 
stop investing in people, in order to gain greater 
short-term financial gain, is bad business for 
society” (128).

The second problem is the failure to recognize 
the limitations of scientific progress, with 
particular reference to GMOs (132-136). This is a 
“complex environmental issue” (135). Therefore 
“a broad, responsible scientific and social debate 
needs to take place, one capable of considering 
all the available information and of calling 
things by their name” starting from “lines of 
independent, interdisciplinary research” (135).

Questions for Reflection: 

1. In what ways, knowingly or unknowingly, 
does your/our use of technology contribute 
to a “throw away culture” which results in the 
destruction of the earth and the degradation of 
other human beings?

2. Pope Francis is concerned that “excessive 
anthropocentrism” has led humans to act against 
their own interests. How do you see this dynamic 
play out in your life? In the lives other others? In 
the lives of the poor?

Chapter four – Integral Ecology

The central proposal of the encyclical is an all-
encompassing ecology as a new paradigm of 
justice. It is an ecology that recognizes that, 
“nature cannot be regarded as something 
separate from ourselves or as a mere setting in 
which we live” (139). 

An integral ecology subsumes civic institutions 
into it: “if everything is related, then the health 
of a society’s institutions affects the environment 
and the quality of human life.” And “the analysis 
of environmental problems cannot be separated 
from the analysis of human, family, work-related 
and urban contexts, and of how individuals relate 
to themselves” (141). “We are not faced with two 
separate crises, one environmental and the other 
social, but rather one complex crisis which is both 

social and environmental” (139). 

“Human ecology is inseparable from the notion 
of the common good” (156). In today’s world,  
“injustices abound and growing numbers of 
people are deprived of basic human rights and 
considered expendable” (158). We must begin to 
make choices and decisions based in solidarity 
and the preferential option for the poor (158). 
This is also the best way to sustain and preserve 
the world for future generations (162).

Questions for Reflection:

1. In your experience what role do human/civic 
institutions play in today’s ecology? What role 
could they play? Do you know of  any institutions 
that are already making progress?

2. Pope Francis states that “intergenerational 
solidarity is not optional, but rather a basic 
question of justice.” In your opinion, how would 
acting out of the principles of solidarity and 
preferential option for the poor today impact 
future generations?

Chapter five – Lines of approach and action

The fifth chapter identifies “the major paths of 
dialogue which can help us escape the spiral of 
self-destruction which currently engulfs us” (163). 
They are: on the environment in the international 
community; for new national and local policies; 
for transparency in decision-making; between 
politics and economics for human fulfillment; 
and between religions and science. “The Church 
does not presume to settle scientific questions 
or to replace politics” but it must “encourage 
an honest and open debate so that particular 
interests or ideologies will not prejudice the 
common good” (188). 

Dialogue in the international community: “A 
global consensus is essential for confronting 
the deeper problems, which cannot be resolved 
by unilateral actions on the part of individual 
countries. Such a consensus could lead, 
for example, to planning a sustainable and 



diversified agriculture, developing renewable 
and less polluting forms of energy, encouraging a 
more efficient use of energy, promoting a better 
management of marine and forest resources, 
and ensuring universal access to drinking water” 
(164).

Dialogue for new national and local policies: 
“Individual states can no longer ignore their 
responsibility for planning, coordination, 
oversight and enforcement within their respective 
border” (177).  In order to achieve such 
responsibility and the attainment of long-term 
goals, “public pressure has to be exerted in order 
to bring about decisive political action” (#179). 

Dialogue and transparency in decision-making: 
“An assessment of the environmental impact 
of business ventures and projects demands 
transparent political processes involving a free 
exchange of views” (182). Such assessment 
“should be part of the process from the 
beginning, and be carried out in a way which 
is interdisciplinary, transparent and free of all 
economic or political pressure…linked to a study 
of working conditions and possible effects on 
people’s physical and mental health, on the local 
economy and on public safety” (183). 

Politics and economy in dialogue for human 
fulfillment: “There is an urgent need for politics 
and economics to enter into a frank dialogue 
in the service of life, especially human life” 
(189).  “Politics and the economy tend to blame 
each other when it comes to poverty and 
environmental degradation. It is to be hoped 
that they that they can acknowledge their own 
mistakes and find forms of interaction directed to 
the common good” (198).

Religions in dialogue with science: “It cannot 
be maintained that empirical science provides 
a complete explanation of life” (199) and “any 
technical solution which science claims to offer 
will be powerless to solve the serious problems if 
humanity loses its compass, if we lose sight of the 
great motivations which make it possible for us 
to live in harmony, to make sacrifices and to treat 

others well” (200). “The majority of people living 
on our planet profess to be believers. This should 
spur religions to dialogue among themselves 
for the sake of protecting nature, defending 
the poor, and building networks of respect and 
fraternity” (#201). 

Questions for Reflection: 

1. The pope argues that a “global consensus 
is essential” to confront our current situation. 
What do you think are the opportunities for and 
obstacles to such consensus?

2. According to Pope Francis, “Public pressure 
has to be exerted in order to bring about decisive 
political action.” How can you as an individual or 
community exert pressure?

3. The pope suggests that science and religion 
need to be in dialogue. Though some may see 
the two as opposed, how do you understand the 
relationship between the two? What are the areas 
that science and religion can dialogue fruitfully 
on?

Chapter six – Ecological education and 
spirituality

The final chapter invites ecological conversion. 
“It is we human beings above all who need to 
change” (202) and our “awareness of the gravity 
of today’s cultural and ecological crisis must be 
translated into new habits” (209).  A new lifestyle 
will be necessary to bring “healthy pressure to 
bear on those who wield political, economic and 
social power” (206). Consumer choices are able 
to “change the way businesses operate, forcing 
them to consider their environmental footprint 
and their patterns of production” (206). 

To this end, Ecological education will be essential 
and “can take place in a variety of settings: at 
school, in families, in the media, in catechesis and 
elsewhere” (213) and “all Christian communities 
have an important role to play in ecological 
education” (213).



“The rich heritage of Christian spirituality…has a 
precious contribution to make to the renewal of 
humanity” (216): “Christian spirituality proposes 
a growth marked by moderation and the capacity 
to be happy with little” (222). 

Questions for Reflection:

1. What kind of an ecological conversion can you
make?

2. How can you educate/be educated for
ecological conversion?

3. What can our faith tradition and spirituality
offer for ecological conversion?

4. In what ways are you being called “to be happy
with little”?

5. Sr. Dorothy Stang lived ‘Laudato Si’ long
before it was written. How do you see Sr.
Dorothy’s life reflected in the message of
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Prayer Service in Memory of Sr. Dorothy Stang
By Katherine Feely, SND

 PRAYER Resource

WOMEN
WITNESSES
OF MERCY

CELEBRATING THE EXTRAORDINARY WITNESS
      OF WOMEN DURING THE YEAR OF MERCY

      BACKGROUND (to be read silently or aloud): 
Sister Dorothy Stang, 74, was shot to death in the Amazon jungle in Brazil on
Saturday, Feb. 12, 2005. She was renowned throughout the Amazon region for her
work with the poor and landless and for her efforts to preserve the rain forest.
Loggers and land speculators in the region have been angered over new land-use
and ownership regulations and have been violent toward those that want justice
for the indigenous poor in the area and for the environment. 

Immediately after the killing, President Luiz InÃ¡cio Lula da Silva ordered two members of his cabinet and a 
special police investigative unit to the area.

Sister Dorothy was a native of Dayton, Ohio, and belonged to the order of the Sisters of Notre Dame de 
Namur. She had lived and worked in the Amazon region since the early 1970’s, focusing on organizing and 
educating peasant groups about issues that included land tenure and the economic and environmental 
benefits of avoiding deforestation.

CALL TO PRAYER 
 Leader: We begin with the words of Sr. Dorothy Stang,
 “I pray daily that some day our world can hear the appeal that Christ our true liberator
 makes to each of us to live a more self-sacrificing life and create a world of fraternal
 people.”

 Let us take time today to remember and honor the life and witness of Sr. Dorothy Stang.
 May the seeds she planted continue to bear the fruit of love, justice, integrity and hope.
 May we keep in our prayers this day, all those who labor to bring greater dignity and
 justice to the poor of this planet even in the face of grave danger and the possibility of
 death.

	 We	take	a	moment	now	to	reflect	on	Sr.	Dorothy’s	life	and	witness.



READINGS:

 Reader 1: Dorothy was among those honored with the 2008 United Nations Human
 Rights Award. This was the citation read out by President of the Assembly, Miguel
	 d’Escoto:

 Reader 2: Sister Dorothy Stang spent nearly four decades in Brazil defending the
 human rights of the poor, landless and indigenous populations…She worked tirelessly,
 together with the farmers of the region, to help them rebuild their livelihoods, cultivate
 their land and defend their rights from illegal loggers and ranchers. Sister Dorothy
	 became	a	symbol	of	the	fight	to	preserve	the	rainforest	and	to	protect	the	rights	of	the
 most vulnerable groups. After receiving several death threats for her work in Brazil, she
	 commented.	“I	don’t	want	to	flee,	nor	do	I	want	to	abandon	the	battle	of	these	farmers
 who live without any protection in the forest. They have the sacrosanct right to aspire to
 a better life on land where they can live and work with dignity while respecting the
 environment.”
 (Pause for silence)

 Reader 3: Dorothy saw the rainforest as a bountiful haven for the migrant workers she
	 followed	for	over	30	years.	She	urged	them	to	use	the	Amazon’s	many	resources
 respectfully and encouraged sustainable farming techniques that preserved the
 biodiversity of the forest. Dorothy was a martyr, not a victim, for she was well aware of
 the dangers associated with her activism. She was murdered at the orders of
 landowners who opposed her cause.
 (Pause for silence)

 Reader 4: Sister	Dorothy’s	involvement	with	politics	and	issues	of	land	reform,	in
 contrast, was more an offshoot of her personal dedication to the poor families, a
 manifestation of her spirituality and her deep commitment to God and all forms of
 creation.1

 (Pause for silence)

SONG REFLECTION:  Who Will Speak? by Marty Haugen from Agape: The Stories and the Feast

Who will speak for the poor and the broken?
Who will speak for the peoples oppressed?
Who will speak so their voice may be heard?

Oh,	who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?

(Refrain)
Who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?
Who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?

Who will speak so their voice will be heard?
Oh,	who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?

Who will speak for the ones who are voiceless,
Speak the truth in the places of power?

Who will speak so their voice will be heard?
Oh,	who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?

Who will speak for the children of violence?
Who will speak for the women abused?

Who will speak so their voice will be heard?
Oh,	who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?

Who will speak for the shunned and the outcast?
Who will speak for all people with AIDS?

Who will speak so their voice will be heard?
Oh,	who	will	speak	if	you	don’t?

Who will work for the thousands of homeless?
Who will work in the barrios and streets?

Who will work so their voice may be heard?
Oh,	who	will	work	if	you	don’t?

Who will care for the plants and the creatures?
Who will care for the land and the sea?

Who will work so their voice will be heard?
Oh,	who	will	work	if	you	don’t?



GOSPEL
 
 Leader: On February 11, 2005, Dorothy was shot six times at point blank range by
	 pistoleiros	believed	to	have	been	hired	by	a	mafia-like	collective	of	landowners	in	the
	 contested	settlement	area	of	Boa	Esperança.	Even	as	her	killers	held	her	at	gunpoint,
 Dorothy read to them from the Bible, “Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be
 called the children of God.”2

 Leader: A Reading from the GOSPEL OF MATTHEW (MATTHEW 5: 3-10)

 Left: Blessed are the poor in spirit,
 Right:	for	theirs	is	the	reign	of	heaven.
 Left: Blessed are they who mourn,
 Right: for they will be comforted.
 

 Left: Blessed are the meek,
 Right: for they will inherit the land.

 Left: Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for justice,
 Right: for	they	will	be	satisfied.
 Left: Blessed are the merciful,
 Right: for they will be shown mercy.

 Left: Blessed are the clean of heart,
 Right: for they will see God.

 Left:	Blessed	are	the	peacemakers,
 Right:	for	they	will	be	called	children	of	God.
 Left: Blessed are they who are persecuted for the sake of justice,
 Right:	for	theirs	is	the	reign	of	heaven.
 Left:	Blessed	are	you	when	they	insult	you	and	persecute	you	and	utter	every	kind	of	evil
 against you because of me.
 Right: Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven. Thus they persecuted
 the prophets who were before you.

 Leader: The Gospel of the Lord…

INTERCESSORY PRAYERS: (Spontaneous)
 Please respond: God of Love, hear our prayer
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PRAYER (Sister Sandra Araujo dos Santos)

 Leader: Dorothy, we remember and we thank you for the innumerable seeds that you
have	planted	in	the	hearts,	in	the	lives	of	hundreds	of	people,	in	the	very	Mother	Earth,
whom you loved so much.

Side 1: Long live your seeds of resistance!
Side 2: Long live your seeds of peace and joy!
Side 1: Long live your seeds of respect for life!
Side 2: Long live your seeds of sharing and of dreams!
Side 1: Long live your seeds of faith and perseverance!

CLOSING PRAYER (ALL)

Loving God, we know the blood of the martyrs are
the seeds of the Church.
May	Sr.	Dorothy	Stang’s	life	as	well	as	her	death
become seeds of a new and deeper understanding in us of social justice.
May her voice for the poor and for your Creation
continue to be heard,
and may we join in the chorus.
Like Sr. Dorothy, may our love become greater than our fear,
and may we moved to a deeper commitment
to learn about the injustices in this world
so we can become more effective in working
toward the Reign of God.
May	Sr.	Dorothy	Stang	rest	in	peace	and	may	her	life’s	work	live	on.

 Amen.

CLOSING SONG
SOURCES:
1,2: Sr. Dorothy Stang: Struggling For Sustainable Development in the Brazilian Amazon, School of International Service, American University, 
Washington, DC., December 2005. http://www.rfkmemorial.org/human_rights/2001_Frigo/AUStangReport.pdf
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WOMEN
WITNESSES
OF MERCY

CELEBRATING THE EXTRAORDINARY WITNESS
      OF WOMEN DURING THE YEAR OF MERCY
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Be A Witness of Mercy
resources for learning & doing

Learn More about Sister Dorothy and the Sisters of 
Notre Dame de Namur
www.sndohio.org

Read “Martyr of the Amazon: The Life of Sister 
Dorothy Stang” by Roseanne Murphy

Join the Sisters of Notre Dame in Protecting the 
Amazon
http://www.sndohio.org/sister-dorothy/Protect-the-Amazon.cfm
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