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I. 
I read a concerning article in the Washington Post titled  

“The Environmental Burden of Generation Z.” 

 

The subtitle: “Kids are terrified, anxious and depressed about climate change. 

Whose fault is that?”  

 

The author writes that coupled with young people’s anger about the environmental 

state of the planet is anxiety, which is evidently on the rise among young people. 

 

According to the article, 52 percent of American teenagers are angry about the lack 

of action on climate change, and 57 percent are anxious about it. 

 

In what is part of a larger trend, 

there has been an increase in depression among young people. 

 

There are multiple triggers or “stressors,” as they’re called, 

including the news, which is sometimes apocalyptic in its coverage, 

and the use of social media. 

 

My intention here is not to debate climate change or advocate a public policy; 

I would like to draw attention to the increase of anxiety and depression  

among young people. 

 

The article points out that a large segment of the younger population  

feels helpless and overwhelmed—they don’t know what to do, 

and they’re frustrated by what they perceive as adults’ lack of action. 

 

The issue being raised concerns emotional and mental health, 

but also, fundamentally, how to live in the world.  
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II. 
Today’s Gospel reading, the Sermon on the Mount, 

proposes a way to live—the way to live. 

 

The Sermon on the Mount does not mean that religious practice is a cocoon  

that we jump into in order to escape responsibilities. 

 

One of those responsibilities is caring for the environment. 

 

There is a legitimate debate about the extent to which human behavior  

is causing climate change. 

 

 People should weigh the evidence and draw their own conclusion. 

 

But there is agreement that the climate is changing,  

and there is consensus that reducing pollution is a worthy goal. 

 

For Catholics, caring for the environment is a moral imperative. 

 

The environment is part of God’s creation; 

we human beings are its stewards. 

 

As Pope Francis has called it, earth is our “common home.” 

 

Back to the Sermon on the Mount. 

 

There, Christ proposes how we are to live in the world as his disciples. 

 

III. 

Jesus’ moral teaching is the measure of our lives, 

for how we go about everything. 

 

Significantly, Christ says that he has come not to abolish the Law and prophets 

—that is, the Old Testament— 

but rather to bring them to fulfillment. 

 

“Fulfillment” here means going deeper; 

in particular, going to the source of vices. 
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“Unless your righteousness [holiness] surpasses 

that of the scribes and Pharisees, 

you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

The Sermon on the Mount explains how to lead a holy life  

by focusing on the second greatest commandment,  

which is the second half of the Ten Commandments: 

love of neighbor. 

 

The Sermon on the Mount is a guide for ordering all of our relationships  

by getting to the root of vices and implicitly proposing virtues as an antidote: 

 

The root of murder is anger or resentment; 

the countervailing virtue is reconciliation. 

 

The root of adultery is lust; 

the countervailing virtue is chastity. 

 

The root of swearing false oaths is lying; 

the countervailing virtue is honesty and integrity. 

 

We can examine all of our relationships in light of Jesus’ teaching. 

 

Here I would like to state emphatically that this includes the use of social media: 

everything from the use of email, to text messaging,  

to posting on various online platforms. 

 

In the Sermon on the Mount, 

Jesus is not just proposing rules for living; 

he’s telling us how to live. 

 

In other words, these are not abstract or arbitrary norms; 

they are ways of imitating how the Son of God lived. 

 

Christ brings the Old Testament to fulfillment  

by himself living out the Sermon on the Mount. 

 

There’s something else that must be said: 
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God doesn’t just place demands on us; 

he’s at work in us, empowering us to do as he asks. 

 

As the great St. Augustine (354–430 AD) put it so beautifully in one of his prayers, 

“Give what you command, and command what you will.” 

 

With the power of God at work in us, 

we can live out the commandments, 

as we heard in the First Reading: 

 

“If you choose you can keep the commandments, they will save you; 

if you trust in God, you too shall live; 

he has set before you fire and water 

to whichever you choose, stretch forth your hand.” 

 

IV. 
Last Saturday, I joined our bishop and some fifty priests  

at the annual Diocesan Youth Conference and College Summit here in Richmond. 

 

About 2,000 young people of high school and college age were there. 

 

The priests concelebrated Mass with the bishop and then, along with the bishop, 

heard confessions for about two hours. 

 

This is always a fantastic experience, and this year was no different. 

 

The young people there want to lead a Christian life,  

along the lines of the Sermon on the Mount, 

or at least they are open to it. 

 

All of us, like them, fall short,  

and so we need to be reconciled to God and to the Church. 

 

That is the process of conversion. 

 

That is also a compelling testimony we give to world. 

 

A way to live—the way to live: 

following the commandments,  

and bearing witness to the power of God at work in us. 


