When Pope Francis addresses the Cop28 climate conference, which begins in the United Arab Emirates on Thursday, it will give the gathering a spiritual and moral dimension often lacking in the debate about the climate crisis.

Yet even before the Pope arrives, the delegates can have no doubt about his view of their duty: to save God’s creation from uncontrollable environmental disaster. Eight years after his passionate call in the encyclical Laudato Si’ for us all to heed “The Cry of the Earth and the Cry of the Poor”, he has issued a forensic analysis of how far we have fallen short of that ideal.

Francis’s recent apostolic exhortation, Laudate Deum (Praise God), which serves as an appendix to Laudato Si’, uses the term “climate crisis” and refers specifically to the Cop conferences for the first time. While climate activists may be delighted at this descent into detail, and his rebuttal of those seeking to deny that there is a crisis, it is also a measure of the Pope’s anguish at the inadequacy of our response.

In the Confiteor commonly said at Mass, Catholics seek forgiveness for “what I have done and what I have failed to do”. When it comes to the climate crisis, both transgressions are equally culpable. Yet contrition is not enough in itself; there must be “a firm purpose of amendment”. Francis quotes approvingly a statement by African bishops that climate change is “a tragic and striking example of structural sin”. How to make amends is the question.

At the individual level, we must all reduce waste, curb unnecessary travel and seek to live simply. This is not just an issue of personal morality, as Laudate Deum makes clear. “The most effective solutions,” it says, “will not come from individual efforts alone, but above all from major political decisions on the national and international level.”

We are called on to do more; not only to transform society through our individual, family and community efforts, but also to demand that those in power take urgent action on the climate crisis. Simply seeking to apply technological or economic solutions alone would leave a moral vacuum, however. Although we have more and more tools to manipulate the world, we are still failing to protect the environment from destruction.

The more we seek to increase power for its own sake, the less we use our power to protect life. As Francis states, “Not every increase in power represents progress for humanity”, and he includes artificial intelligence (AI) in that warning. Economic power, meanwhile, in the shape of the pursuit of “the greatest profit possible at minimum cost”, is actively worsening the climate crisis.

Several countries, including the US, Russia and Saudi Arabia, are planning to increase coal, oil and gas production. Britain has just granted 27 new licences to drill in the North Sea for oil and gas. Emissions of greenhouse gases are increasing, not declining. This is not simply reckless: it is an injustice.

The world’s poorest people suffer the worst effects of global heating when they are least responsible for the emissions that are causing droughts, floods and hurricanes. Cafod and its partners see the effects in their work, from helping the hundreds of thousands in Pakistan whose homes were washed away, to supporting the farmers in east Africa who have seen the rains fail year after year. Any approach to climate change that does not take account of their plight — “the Cry of the Poor” — is a moral failing.

The transition to cleaner forms of energy calls for a transformation of our way of life. We can no longer pursue economic growth at all costs. Difficult decisions lie ahead, and people in the developed world must be persuaded of their responsibility for the planet as a whole. This requires more than political manoeuvring: it demands moral leadership.

In 2015 Pope Francis provided that leadership with his encyclical, which was widely considered to have influenced the Paris climate agreement at the Cop21 conference that year. He continues to do so, despite all the hopes that have been dashed since then.

“To say that there is nothing to hope for would be suicidal,” he says in Laudate Deum, “for it would mean exposing all humanity, especially the poorest, to the worst impacts of climate change.”
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