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Holy Week 2011

The Way We Treat Ourselves:

A reflection on the anniversary of the BP Deepwater Horizon Gulf oil spill.
Bro. Jeffrey Wilson, T.O.R.

April 20, 2011 marks the one-year anniversary of the BP Deepwater Horizon explosion and Gulf
of Mexico oil spill, the “largest accidental marine oil spill in U.S. history, an acute human and
environmental tragedy.” Having been born and raised on the Florida Gulf Coast, | was
especially troubled by the disaster. After a year’s time, $3.5 billion of the $20 billion
compensation fund has been spent to restore the ecology and livelihoods of those impacted by
the spill." The sugar-white beaches of the Gulf Coast are still in the process of being cleaned of
the black oil and tar, now with large sand-sifting tractors called Sand Sharks. Bird nesting season
started on March 1%, complicating the process and raising concerns for their health." Nearly all
of the waters of the Gulf of Mexico have been reopened to commercial fishing."” Coastal towns
and cities hope to rebuild their economies with the return of tourists this spring and summer.” In
February, the U.S. government approved the first deep water oil drilling permit since the spill.
However, the ultimate environmental consequences of the spill may not be known for some time
to come. Most of the oil slick disappeared from the surface of the Gulf of Mexico in July 2010,
but in March 2011, a study found that “huge quantities of oil [...] now taint the Gulf of Mexico's
seafloor” in what is described as an “invertebrate graveyard.”"' Also, just in the months of
January and February alone, the infant mortality rate of the dolphins living off the shores of
Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana is already 10 times the yearly average.”" Although the
direct cause is still unknown, this is a very disturbing development.

Despite the overall ecological impact of the oil
spill, it is very important to remember that eleven
people lost their lives from the explosion and their
- families and loved ones will carry their loss for the
rest of their lives. What is most tragic is that the
loss of human life and negative impact on the Gulf
ecology appears to be the result of sheer
negligence and mismanagement on the part of BP,
Transocean, Halliburton, and federal industry
regulators.”"" There is mounting evidence that the
companies involved put short term profits over the
safety and lives of workers and of the Gulf of
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The worst thing that we can do is not learn from this experience; and learn especially that there is
an interconnected relationship between humanity and the natural environment. Concerning this
relationship, Pope Benedict XVI explains, “The way humanity treats the environment
influences the way it treats itself, and vice versa.”* This relationship is clearly evident in the
Deepwater Horizon disaster. The same negligent, short sighted, and dare | say it, greedy acts of
BP, Transocean, and Halliburton hurt both people and the natural environment.

However, the basic problems that led to the Deepwater Horizon disaster are not just isolated to a
few companies or a specific industry. They can be seen in our culture and society as a whole.
Over the past century, war and genocide have become more and more prevalent and
destructive.” The brutality we show towards one another is reflected in our brutality against the
natural environment as we destroy forests, level mountaintops, drain estuaries, and erase barrier
sand reefs in our quest for modern progress.*" In the short-sightedness of our “buy now, pay
later” culture, we exchange moderation and sustainability for luxury, extravagance, and excess
while we spend money that we do not have and increase our personal debt. This consumption
mindset translates into the use and hoarding of the world’s natural resources without regard for
our own future, let alone the needs of future generations. Our culture values ease of use and
disposability. We throw away an estimated 60 million plastic water bottles each day.*"
Likewise, we view human life as disposable and throw-away: the U.S. aborts over 800,000
babies and disposes of an estimated 8,000 human embryos each year. "

Clearly, something needs to change. Pope Benedict XVI explains, “What is needed is an
effective shift in mentality which can lead to the adoption of new lifestyles in which the quest for
truth, beauty, goodness, and communion with others for the sake of common growth are the
factors which determine consumer choices, savings, and investments. Every violation of
solidarity and civic friendship harms the environment, just as environmental deterioration in turn
upsets relations in society.”"

It is the Franciscan mission to cure the wounded, to bind up the broken, and to recall the
erring.®" Accordingly, we are called to minister to the wounded victims of this disaster, rebuild
the broken human and natural ecologies, and recall the erring from their destructive mindsets and
actions. What is needed today, as individuals, a nation, and a human family, is a conversion of
heart, mind, and action that recognizes that the way humanity treats the environment influences
the way it treats itself, and vice versa. St. Francis of Assisi had the unique insight of this
relationship and manifested it in his words and deeds. Let us follow his example. To walk in the
footsteps of Francis, who is the alter Christus, the other Christ, is to conform oneself completely
into the likeness of Jesus Christ, He who is the image of the invisible God,; to see the world
through the eyes of Jesus; and to love the world as Jesus does, for all things were created
through him and for him and in him all things hold together.™"

Francis showed charity and concern for both humans and creatures."" He called all creatures by
the name of brother and sister and preached the gospel of Jesus Christ to all creation: people,
animals, and plants.*™ This is a virtue that Francis came to develop over time. After all,
metanoia, the conversion of heart, is an ongoing, lifelong process. The fruits of Francis’
conversion of heart and mind are manifested in his actions.



One great symbol of Francis’ profound conversion is his embrace and kiss of the leper. As
Francis explains in his Testament, “What had seemed bitter to me was turned into sweetness of
soul and body.”™ Consequently, Francis’ embrace of the leper is the same embrace that Francis
gave to the wolf of Gubbio. His gift of alms to the leper is the same gift of charity that he gave
to animals in need.” His kiss of the leper’s wounds is the same kiss of praise that he gave God
through his creatures. And Francis’ reconciling of the wolf and the townspeople of Gubbio is the
same labor of reconciliation that Francis worked between the mayor and Bishop of Assisi.
Clearly, Francis understood the relationship between humanity and the natural environment.

The one year anniversary of the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster
falls on the Wednesday of Holy Week. | find the opening verses
from the day’s first reading very appropriate, “The Lord God has
given me a well-trained tongue, that | might know how to speak
to the weary a word that will rouse them. Morning after morning
he opens my ear that | may hear; and | have not rebelled, have not
turned back” (Is 50:4-5). As we end our Lenten journey, let us be
mindful of our transgressions against our brothers and sisters,
both human and creature. As we remember the Passion of our
Lord, let us commit ourselves to the ongoing conversion of our
hearts and minds. And as we enter into the Easter Season, may
we be renewed in the power of Jesus’ resurrection as we work to
cure the wounded, to bind up the broken, and to recall the erring.
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I would like to close my reflection with a prayer for the eleven P
workers who died on the Deepwater Horizon, April 20, 2010,

and for the consolation of their families and loved ones.

Almighty and Good God, our faith in the resurrection of Jesus comforts us as we mourn the
death of Jason Anderson, Aaron Dale Burkeen, Donald Clark, Stephen Curtis, Gordon Jones,
Roy Wyatt Kemp, Karl Dale Kleppinger, Jr., Blair Manuel, Dewey Revette, Shane Roshto, and
Adam Weise. May this passage be a reminder to us of our own mortality. Let it be a source of
hope for us as we look forward to the day when we will be united with you and all your holy ones
in the joy of eternal life. We ask this through the same Lord Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns
with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, forever and ever. Amen.”"
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almost certainly have prevented the blowout” (DW, 90). “[...] What we nonetheless do know is considerable and
significant: (1) each of the mistakes made on the rig and onshore by industry and government increased the risk of a
well blowout; (2) the cumulative risk that resulted from these decisions and actions was both unreasonably large and
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Ilustrating an example of Francis’ charity to animals, Thomas of Celano writes, “In the winter he had honey or
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