
GMOs and Laudato Si’ 
 

The concept of Integral Ecology in Laudato Si’ provides a framework for analyzing the web of 

interactions and relationships that characterize events in the actual world.  It challenges us to 

examine situations / entities as products of at least four factors.  These include 1) economic 

interests & values, 2) cultural / historical components, and 3) current social realities - all of 

which feedback and affect one another, thereby contributing to further developments and future 

societies.  Crucially, beyond these three admittedly anthropocentric factors, Laudato Si’ enjoins 

us to consider a fourth factor at play:  4) God’s material Earth, with its encompassing physical 

processes, varied environments and immense biodiversity.  Pope Francis eloquently reminds us 

that the Earth belongs to God, not to individual humans:  that it is a “Common Good.”  As such, 

we are only the temporary dwellers within its beautiful and varied domains – not the dominating 

‘owners.’  Moreover, we people exist in the midst of links and obligations to other living beings 

and to human generations of the past and to come.  (Here we find the key idea of “Justice 

between Generations.”)  In recognition of this reality, revealed by the light of Faith, Laudato Si’ 

draws our attention to the “Gospel of Creation,” as it situates humanity within the embrace of a 

merciful God.  Thus we are encouraged to proceed with a loving and grateful spirit, a spirit of 

Care, as we interact with (and within) this precious and evolving Cosmos, within a world which 

includes not only all our human brothers and sisters, but also myriads of other beings, large and 

small, who in their own ways, speak to the glory of God. 

 

 

Our Justice and Environment Mission Group has been considering the implications of GMO 

technology using Integral Ecology as a lens.  GMO is an acronym for Genetically Modified 

Organisms in the food system.  That said, by marketing sleight of hand, these same beings will 

soon be known as BE (Bioengineered) organisms in the federal labeling plan.  (This is the USDA 

rule that will allow companies to disclose the presence of GMOs through print or QR codes. 

Because the latter are only readable through cell phones, this process will make such information 

inaccessible to those who cannot afford these devices or who are pressed for time while trying to 

grocery shop.) 

 

But why would anyone want to know whether or not they’re eating GMO products in the first 

place?  Whichever word is applied, GMO or BE, the living beings in question, whether plant, 

animal, bacteria, etc., exist with genetic instructions that are not the result of the usual ‘natural’ 

exchanges and occasional mutations which have been propelling life along for 3.5 billion years.  

Instead, these organisms are the products of costly, sophisticated human technologies, such as 

CRISPR, that allow genetic information from sources such as other species to be added - at a 

molecular level - to the original being’s strands of DNA.  Human bodies and our microbiomes 

have certainly not evolved to digest the various new molecules that are part of GMO foods or the 

herbicide residues that are often associated with these entities.  

 

Continuing our studies about this topic, our Mission group realized that we ourselves are 

experiencing the social impact of these new organisms.  This is the case because it has been 

estimated (circa 2014) that 60 - 70% of all processed foods in the US food supply contain GMOs 

(in the form of corn starch, corn syrup, soy lecithin, sugar, canola oil, flavorings, and cellulose, 

among other ingredients). http://cls.casa.colostate.edu/transgeniccrops/labeling_fact_sheet.pdf 

http://cls.casa.colostate.edu/transgeniccrops/labeling_fact_sheet.pdf


And while some 38 countries ban the growing of GMO crops, in part because of their ability to 

contaminate naturally evolved gene lines, the USDA reported in 2018 that 90% of the corn and 

94% of the soybeans in U.S. fields are GMO / BE.  https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-

products/adoption-of-genetically-engineered-crops-in-the-us/recent-trends-in-ge-adoption.aspx  

Most of these plants have been engineered to survive dousing with herbicides such as dicamba, 

glyphosate, and / or glufosinate.  (Please recall that these chemicals are functionally similar to 

the defoliants used in the Vietnam war, and that Monsanto, now called Bayer - following a 2018 

merger, is the same company that produced the infamous Agent Orange.  It is also the developer 

and manufacturer of glyphosate / Roundup.)  Most of the GMO corn in American fields also 

contains genes derived from bacteria (thus, they’re called ‘stacked’ GMO plants).  The Bacteria 

thuringiensis genes (now in the corn) code for insecticidal toxins that are then produced in 

almost all of the plants’ tissues – including their pollen (a situation which can have lethal 

consequences for harmless pollinators).  While the bulk of the soybeans and corn produced in the 

U.S. goes to feed animals who are being raised for meat or milk – and in the case of corn, to 

make ethanol, it is worth noting that the synthetic molecules can pass into the meat and milk at 

detectable levels http://livingnongmo.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/GMO-Myths-and-Truths-

edition2.pdf, p. 193 - 194.  Additionally, new GMO versions of food plants continue to be 

developed and released for people’s consumption.  These include GMO potatoes, sugar beets, 

canola, Artic and some varieties of Granny Smith, Fuji, and Golden Delicious apples, summer 

squash, papaya, Pink Pineapple, and more. 

 

Many well-informed people have counselled that the long-term health risks from eating 

genetically modified plants and animals (GM salmon) have not been adequately studied by 

independent researchers.  In the EU, as a precaution against health damage from these crops and 

foods, mandatory labelling is required.  This at least allows consumers to make informed 

decisions about whether or not they will purchase and eat such products.  Part of the concern 

about GMO / BE foods stems from the possible effects that novel proteins, bacterial toxins, and 

disrupted biochemistry could have on human organs, microbiomes, and immune systems.  There 

is further potential danger from the herbicide residues associated with GMO crops.  These 

chemicals become incorporated into the food itself, as well as polluting the environment.  It is 

crucial to point out that 80% of the GMOs being planted world-wide have been modified not to 

make them more nutritious, but to render them more tolerant of herbicides such as glyphosate 

(a.k.a. Roundup) https://www.nongmoproject.org/gmo-facts/  (citing the following study: Duke, 

S.O., & Powles, S.B. (2009). “Glyphosate-resistant crops and weeds: Now and in the 

future.” AgBioForum, 12(3&4), 346-357). 

  

 

It is clear and unquestionable that in the past two decades since GMO crops have been widely 

deployed in the United States, the quantity of herbicides applied in U.S. fields has risen 

significantly (particularly in response to the development of glyphosate-resistant superweeds).  

Moreover, amphibian and pollinator numbers have plummeted.  During these same years, non-

communicable diseases in the U.S. (often thought to be side-effects of the industrialized diets 

and lifestyles that prevail in this country) have continued to increase.  Such developments could 

be mere correlations, but there are also some indications (and even some peer-reviewed research 

studies) that suggest that causality may be at work here too.  Unfortunately, as mentioned earlier, 

at present, there are not enough broad, long-term investigations to make definite conclusions.  
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Most of the safety studies have been sponsored by the same corporate entities who manufacture 

the products.  Moreover, it’s extremely difficult for independent scientific agencies (who are 

typically underfunded) to acquire the patented seeds in the first place in order to conduct such 

research.  For more details about this situation, please consult http://livingnongmo.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/11/GMO-Myths-and-Truths-edition2.pdf 

 

Regarding the human health of us ‘consumers,’ the 2018 “NutriNet–Santè Prospective Cohort” 

study from France probably offers the most relevant recent findings. 

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/article-abstract/2707948 

https://www.latimes.com/science/sciencenow/la-sci-sn-organic-food-cancer-20181022-

story.html  This study, funded by the French government, documented lower cancer death rates 

among those people who ate the most organic foods as compared to others in a population of 

70,000 individuals studied for an average of 4.5 years.  At present, especially in the United 

States, eating organic foods remains one of best strategies eaters can follow in order to minimize 

personal exposure to GMOs - and herbicides and pesticides typically used in GMO cultivation 

and processing.  Of course, working for clearer labeling of GMOs and better independent 

research regarding their effects (and the effects of the synthetic herbicides with which they’re 

engineered to grow) are additional actions that concerned people can take.  Such initiatives could 

eventually help protect the “Common Good” championed in Laudato Si’  They would allow us 

to provide better, more informed stewardship of the health and well-being of God’s creation. 

 

As we considered the economic component of Integral Ecology, we immediately noticed that the  

majority of the GMOs are sold by 3 companies worldwide.  (According to an article in Civil 

Eats, ChemChina-Syngenta, DowDupont, and Bayer-Monsanto together own approximately 

60% of global seed stock and they also sell about 70% of the world’s pesticides 

https://civileats.com/2017/04/10/monsantos-driverless-car-is-crispr-gene-editing-driving-seed-

consolidation/  This proprietary control over the genetic heritage of a large proportion of the 

world’s domesticated plants (encapsulated in these seeds) is a very troubling situation.  Already, 

farmers must sign contracts guaranteeing that they will not save GMO seeds from one harvest to 

the next (seed saving from one year to another is how farmers and gardeners have been adapting 

plants to their specific land and weather conditions for generations, in fact this is how agriculture 

began some 10,000 years ago!)  Instead, farmers must now buy the expensive GMO seeds every 

spring.   And as noted earliers the same companies that sell the patented GMO seeds also sell the 

required herbicide inputs.  And despite the fact that GMOs were initially advertised as 

alternatives to dangerous synthetic chemicals, in the first sixteen years after their introduction, it 

has been estimated that the quantity of herbicides being applied to those crops in the U.S.A. 

increased by 7% over what would have been expected if the same number of acres had been 

planted in non-GMO plants http://livingnongmo.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/GMO-Myths-

and-Truths-edition2.pdf, p. 235.  Meanwhile, farming profits have declined in recent years, in 

part because of increasing input costs https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/ag-and-food-

statistics-charting-the-essentials/farming-and-far.  Thus, farmers and farmworkers continue to 

bear the weight of both increased economic and environmental risks when growing GMO crops.  

They (and everyone else in the area downstream and downwind) must contend daily with 

polluted aquifers and air even as there are reduced opportunities for paid agricultural work.  

These are the results of substituting high tech equipment and chemical solutions for human 

employment in tillage, harvesting, weed and pest management, and crop rotation.   
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And as hazardous substances drift in the wind or filter into aquifers and waterways damaging 

plants and wildlife and probably humans, we are prompted to ask:  Is this fair, is this Christian, 

that the economic interests of a few are being allowed to undermine essential components of the 

“Common Good?”  On a global level, what is happening to the needs and dignity of those who 

are materially ‘poor’ when so many facets of what were once “Common Goods” – clean water, 

unpolluted air, oceans teeming with fish, and predictable climate, are being objectified, 

commodified, and damaged for the sake of individual profit?  What happens when the vitality of 

the Earth is reduced to an aggregate of lifeless ‘resources,’ and not experienced and revered as a 

sacred and sheltering home?   

 

Meanwhile, as Integral Ecology informs us, all of these human activities and concerns are 

unfolding within the context of pervasive biological and physical laws that operate throughout 

the entire environment and the Earth ecosystem at large.  Should we be surprised to learn that 

highly industrialized, fossil fuel based agriculture (characterized by corporate land ownership, 

mechanization, GMOs, large-scale confined animal feeding operations / CAFOs, and synthetic 

chemical inputs) is contributing heavily to Climate Change?  Currently the industrialized, global 

agricultural system is estimated to be producing up to a third of the atmospheric emissions 

causing destabilizing climate patterns worldwide http://www.ipes-

food.org/_img/upload/files/UniformityToDiversity_ExecSummary.pdf, p. 4. 

 

Laudato Si’ takes a very nuanced and yet unsparingly realistic position on the potential social 

and environmental benefits or damages that GMO technologies could and can bring. Please see 

sections 133 - 135 of Laudato Si’ for a very telling overview.   

 

To learn more about this complex subject, we also recommend the information and references at  

https://www.nongmoproject.org/gmo-facts/ 

or http://livingnongmo.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/GMO-Myths-and-Truths-edition2.pdf 

or https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/adoption-of-genetically-engineered-crops-in-the-

us/recent-trends-in-ge-adoption.aspx 

or https://gmofreeusa.org/ 

 

For more hope, we suggest you read more Laudato Si!’ And perhaps you’ll accompany this with 

the UN’s preliminary and final reports on the Right to Food and the role of agroecology.  We 

also like a very accessible document from IPES (the International Panel of Experts on 

Sustainable Food Systems) titled “From Uniformity to Diversity.”  Here are the links: 

 

1.    http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20110308_a-hrc-16-

49_agroecology_en.pdf 

 

2.    http://www.srfood.org/images/stories/pdf/officialreports/20140310_finalreport_en.pdf 

 

3.    http://www.ipes-food.org/_img/upload/files/UniformityToDiversity_ExecSummary.pdf 

 

These reports suggest that small-scale, diversified, often organic forms of farming (blending both 

tradition and the best science) may actually offer the most effective routes to more just, 
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ecologically sound, and healthy, localized food systems.  Such humanely-scaled, regenerative 

systems (well-described in the articles) celebrate and reinforce a very different set of values and 

priorities from those steering globalized, industrial farming.  Indeed, agroecological systems of 

eating and raising food seem well adapted to serving and fulfilling the truest aspirations, needs, 

and longings of not just the poor but of all humanity.  Moreover, they are based on a respectful 

interweaving of food growing endeavors with environmental realities, with care for the well-

being of the Earth Community, and opportunities for people to help one another through 

honorable, thoughtful, and challenging work.  Away from the fumes of herbicides, the rumbling 

tractors, and costly, untested GMOs, we can catch a glimpse of a very different way for human 

beings to feed themselves.  What is most encouraging is that this path could be very congruent 

with the Christ-infused vision of long-term harmony, joy, and resilience that Laudato Si’ has 

brought so convincingly to our attention.  
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