Our Commitment to Care for Creation
Our Mission Statement states:  We are an Inclusive Catholic University, that educates students, mind, body, and spirit, for meaningful lives, rewarding careers, ethical leadership, and service to improve the human condition. 
Drawing especially from our spiritual pillars of St. Francis of Assisi and Thomas Merton, Bellarmine University’s core values of social responsibility and stewardship call us to honor the intrinsic dignity of life and the solidarity of the human spirit.  Our mission requires that we consider how integral ecology is woven into the fabric of what we do as an institution: caring for the spiritual, bodily, and intellectual needs of our students while also working to improve the human condition both internally and externally to Bellarmine.  
Inspired by the words of Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’, which is the official Church document providing guidance for how we should be caring for the earth, combined with the goals of the Laudato Si' Action Platform, Bellarmine University aspires to foster an integral ecology where humanity and the environment flourish in harmony. Guided by the Laudato Si’ Action Plan, we integrate ecological stewardship into education, research, and operations, addressing the cry of the Earth and the poor. Together, we strive for sustainability, social justice, and hope for future generations.
In the words of Pope Francis, “Environmental education should facilitate making the leap towards the transcendent which gives ecological ethics its deepest meaning. It needs educators capable of developing an ethics of ecology, and helping people through effective pedagogy, to grow in solidarity, responsibility, and compassionate care.[footnoteRef:1]”  This call to action from his encyclical Laudato Si’ is a challenge to every member of the Bellarmine community to care for our common home through dialogue, education, and action.  [1:  Laudato Si, 210. https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html] 

Sustainability on Campus
Our campus has an active Sustainability Committee, whose mission states: 
Following Catholic Social Teachings, the Sustainability Committee is a cross-functional team of students, faculty, and staff working in collaboration to create a campus-wide culture of sustainability at Bellarmine to reduce our ecological footprint, save resources, and support the greater community in which we live.

In October 2025, Bellarmine earned a Bronze rating through the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment and Rating System (STARS), a program of the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE).  This recognition reflects Bellarmine’s growing commitment to environmental stewardship and sustainability education, particularly through its academic programs, community engagement, and institutional planning.  Just 385 institutions globally have current STARS ratings and Bellarmine is one of just two institutions in Kentucky with a valid STARS rating. 

Our commitment to caring for our common home is evidenced by this recognition along with the many initiatives and projects that have unfolded over the years, falling under the categories of the seven goals of Laudato Si’:

Goal 1: Response to The Cry of the Earth

Pollinators and Biodiversity: We are a certified member of the Xerces Society Bee Campus USA program for our support of pollinators. Our pollinator gardens outside of Newman Hall and at the Bellarmine Farm provide habitat for butterflies, bees, and birds. Our rain garden of native plants in front of Allen Hall retains storm water, reduces fertilizers from getting into our waterways, and provides habitat for fish, frogs, pollinators, and other organisms.

Regenerative Agriculture: An official member of the Catholic Garden Network, the Bellarmine Farm and orchard is a community garden and demonstration area for regenerative agricultural practices including raised beds, cold frames, permaculture, and composting.  

Our outdoor classroom is available for class-based outdoor gathering, and our plots are available for experimental gardening, exploration of nutrition, and other class activities in an outdoor learning environment. We also maintain two pollinator gardens and an apple and pear orchard, where the Bellarmine Beekeeping Club maintains our campus beehives. 

Tree Canopy: Bellarmine’s campus showcases beautiful native trees that provide shade and cooling and is recognized as a certified member of the Arbor Day Foundation’s Tree Campus USA program since 2014. The urban heat island effect is of concern in Louisville, and trees are one of the best ways to combat the heat island effect.

Goal 2: Response to the Cry of the Poor
Accessibility and Affordability
As a Catholic institution, we draw from Ex Corde Ecclesiae as a source of inspiration for why we prioritize making higher education accessible to as many people as possible. The document  states, “Every Catholic University...will be capable of searching for ways to make university education accessible to all those who are able to benefit from it, especially the poor or members of minority groups who customarily have been deprived of it.[footnoteRef:2]” For this reason, one of the central priorities of our recent strategic plan was a commitment to Accessibility and Affordability, making a Bellarmine education accessible to students of all backgrounds, ensuring their financial stability for years to come. We have a number of programs that support this priority and help students to fully benefit from the value of a Bellarmine Education. In 2025, Bellarmine was recognized as an “Opportunity College and University – Higher Access, Higher Earnings” by the Carnegie Foundation and the American Council on Education, placing it among a select group of institutions nationally recognized for fostering student success and creating upward economic mobility.   [2:  Ex Corde Ecclesiae, 34 https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_15081990_ex-corde-ecclesiae.html] 

Our financial aid officers are dedicated to helping our students explore all funding resources available to make our Bellarmine education accessible and affordable. We are dedicated to delivering the best comprehensive offer available to each student. We extend financial scholarships and support to 100% of each incoming class, with a price point that is competitive with other institutions students consider.
We offer additional supports to meet the needs of our students, faculty, staff, and university-affiliated employees in a variety of ways: 
Rev. John D. Deatrick, ‘55 Knights Pantry 
The Knights Pantry is a no-cost food pantry providing supplemental food to Bellarmine students, staff, faculty, and university-affiliated employees, made possible through a partnership with Dare to Care Food Bank and private donations. Additional contributions come from produce grown on the Bellarmine Farm, canned food drives from Student Athletics, and anyone else who would like to contribute. Students are welcome to access the pantry as many times as they need and take whatever they need. Information on use of the pantry is private and what a student takes is not tracked.
Knights Closet
Adjacent to the Knights Pantry is the Knights Closet, a no-cost clothing closet providing clothing items such as career-ready outfits, scrubs, socks, Bellarmine gear, and business casual items, all of which are new or gently used. Community members are welcome to access the clothing closet as many times as needed.
Food Recovery Network
The National Food Recovery Network is a student-led initiative where university students collect leftover food from dining halls and campus cafes to distribute to food pantries and shelters for unhoused persons. Bellarmine University was the first institution in the state of Kentucky to start a chapter in 2014, and it has been active ever since. Over the years, this program has not only reduced food insecurity in our region, it also diverted thousands of pounds of leftover food from being wasted. Students from all over the university are able to volunteer, including members of different clubs, student athletes, service fraternities, and more. 
Physical Therapy Pro-Bono Service-Learning Clinics
Rooted in the Catholic liberal arts tradition, the Doctor of Physical Therapy Program’s Service-Learning Clinics offer students the opportunity to provide compassionate and ethical care to the surrounding community. Through mentoring, cooperative learning, and intellectual reflection, students gain professional development, clinical application experience, and a commitment to community service.

Our eight pro-bono clinics, offered in collaboration with local healthcare organizations and community partners, give students the opportunity to apply their knowledge in meaningful ways while serving diverse populations at no cost. Under the guidance of expert clinical faculty, students work with individuals facing musculoskeletal, neurological, developmental, and chronic health conditions. From diabetes management and pediatric care to oncology rehabilitation and sports therapy, each of our clinics fosters professional growth, interprofessional collaboration, and a commitment to community health. 

Goal 3: Ecological Spirituality
Our university was co-founded by diocesan priests and Conventual Franciscans.   For this reason, Bellarmine has looked to St. Francis of Assisi as a source of inspiration from its inception.  In 2010, the university invited the Conventual Franciscans from the St. Maximillian Kolbe province in Kerala, India to join the campus ministry team, bringing new life to the Franciscan values that were present at the founding of the institution.  Currently Friar John Pozhathuparambil, O.F.M. Conv. serves as the full-time Director of Campus Ministry and Friar George Munjanattu, O.F.M. Conv. is a Campus Minister.  
At Bellarmine, our sense of Catholic identity is tied to our natural spaces and our long-standing traditions that incorporate ecological spirituality.   This is evidenced by several of our green spaces on campus and some of our annual programming. 
Our Lady of the Woods Chapel
A masterpiece of glass, wood, and steel, this chapel was dedicated on May 11th 2001 as a place for the Bellarmine community to pray and worship with a kind of “freshness, joy, and love found in the Catholic Church.” Situated within a wooded area of campus and adjacent to some of our campus residence halls, the name “Our Lady of the Woods” reflects the intentional choice to incorporate aspects of the natural world within the very spiritual heart of campus.  This is also reflected in the interior of the chapel.  The large windows are framed by trees, and face the densely-forested Beargrass Creek State Nature Preserve.  Behind the altar and in the choir loft are windows made by Guy Kemper, a glass artist based in Lexington Kentucky.  These windows, crafted in Germany are distinct pieces of art, titled “Resurrection” and “Heaven” are intended to echo the branches of the trees surrounding the chapel.  The colors of the glass take on different appearances throughout the seasons of the year as sunlight strikes the art from various angles.  
Bellarmine Grotto, and Outdoor Stations of the Cross
Behind the chapel is a peaceful grotto surrounded by trees with a statue of Our Lady of Lourdes where visitors can light candles and pray. Immediately adjacent to the grotto is an outdoor Stations of the Cross walking path with a rosary garden and a nearby stone carving that was once mounted on an original building on campus inscribed with “I am the Way, and the Truth, and the Life”.  This area is frequently encountered by students walking to and from class, providing daily opportunities to contemplate the divine within a natural setting.
Ecological Spirituality Programming
Each year, Bellarmine hosts various campus environmental programs, especially around the Feast of St. Francis. These include:
· Bellarmine Tree Pilgrimage: An educational walking tour of our campus trees with prayers, poems, and reflections between each stop.  This has been included as an official pilgrimage for the Pilgrims of Hope for Creation, part of a collaborative effort of Catholic organizations across the United States.
· Blessing of the Animals: A traditional blessing of pets is offered by the Franciscan Conventual Friars.
· Bellarmine Plant Giveaway: Students, faculty, and staff can receive a houseplant to care for as a reminder of our call to care for creation.
· Transitus of St. Francis: This is a special annual liturgy offered around the time of the Feast Day of St. Francis where we remember the life and prayer-filled death of St. Francis of Assisi. Friars from our local Franciscan community join the Bellarmine community for this solemn and meaningful service.
· Mount St. Francis Retreat: A retreat is held at Mount St. Francis to enjoy the natural world, grounded in Franciscan spirituality.

Goal 4: Ecological Education
Academics: Bellarmine offers a Bachelor of Science degree in Environmental Science, a Bachelor of Arts degree in Environmental Justice and Sustainability, and minors in Environmental Studies and Sustainable Business. Numerous other departments also offer courses related to the environment and sustainability, such as Environmental Anthropology; Theology, Nature, and Environmental Responsibility; Environmental Economics; and History of Public Health and the Environment. All students, particularly those majoring in one of the environmental majors, can participate in an environmentally-focused internship allowing them to immediately start to make a difference in the world. 
Understanding of environmental issues is further woven into the curriculum of the Natural Sciences such as Biology and Chemistry. Science students encounter topics of ecology, biological conservation, environmental health, atmospheric composition, energy use and technology, and environmental remediation as part of their standard coursework and through undergraduate research projects. The Biology Department offers an annual Marine Biology Abroad course focused on biodiversity in Belize and The Bahamas, with students traveling to those locations to experience the coral reef and island ecosystems and the human societies interconnected with them.
The liberal arts core curriculum required of all undergraduate students features environmental content in the Knight 101 and many Knight 102 seminars. All students also must satisfy the “Environmental Responsibility Thread” of the core curriculum, either by taking an environmentally-themed course or participating in and reflecting on a co-curricular environmental experience.

Various classes and groups on campus engage with the greater Louisville community in meaningful ways to help the environment. Faculty and students in the Department of Environmental Studies support wetland restoration research at the Passionist Earth & Spirit Center. Students in the Sustainable Development class work with Common Earth Gardens of Catholic Charities, an organization dedicated to connecting refugees with land to grow food and build successful farm businesses and community networks. Students gain real-life skills in urban agriculture while interviewing refugees, logging with crop inventories, and assisting at farmers markets. Students also work with Olmsted Parks Conservancy to remove invasive species from campus and local parks. Students in Environmental Science courses participate in citizen science data collection with Salt River Watershed Watch to help with data-informed watershed management. 

Goal 5: Community Resilience and Empowerment
Bellarmine’s commitment to service is strongly rooted in our Catholic Identity. Drawing from Ex Corde Ecclesiae, it is evident that service is part of what makes Catholic higher education distinctive: “The spirit of service to others for the promotion of social justice is of particular importance for each Catholic University.[footnoteRef:3]” This spirit of service, aligned with the tenets of Catholic Social Teaching, is woven into the fabric of our institution, from our curricula, the extensive programming and initiatives of the Bellarmine Center for Community Engagement, and the numerous service initiatives stemming from academic programs and departments across the institution.    [3:  Ex Corde Ecclesiae, 34 https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_15081990_ex-corde-ecclesiae.html] 

In 2024, Bellarmine became one of only 368 universities in the nation to be receive the distinction of achieving the Carnegie Elective Classification for Community Engagement and is only the second private university in Kentucky to achieve this status. In 2025, Bellarmine was recognized as among the top 75 universities in the nation for its commitment to public service.
The Center for Community Engagement
Since its creation in 2020, the university’s Center for Community Engagement works to leverage university expertise and resources to meet community needs while helping students connect with meaningful, purpose-driven work and experiential learning opportunities. The result has been the creation of thriving partnerships in Louisville and the surrounding region through academic courses, extracurricular programs, and university research. The Community Engagement Center supports a wide range of initiatives on campus, from curricular offerings, faculty professional development, mentorship, civic engagement, and programs that address poverty and food insecurity on campus and our broader community.
Sustainability and Environmentally-Oriented Co-Curricular Experiences 
Registered student organizations related to sustainability and environmental issues provide opportunities for students to get involved and develop leadership skills oriented towards environmental action. Some examples are the Green Knights, Food Advocacy Network, and the Beekeeping Club. Students can also get involved in the Student Government Association’s Environmental Committee and the campus-wide Sustainability Committee.


 Goal 6: Adoption of Sustainable Lifestyles

Our campus infrastructure supports our faculty, staff, and students in reducing their waste, water, and fossil-fuel based energy usage: 

Electric Vehicle Charging Station: Our electric vehicle charging station near Miles Hall accommodates two vehicles at a time, and our Facilities staff utilize electric-powered gator vehicles.

Geothermal System: Our geothermal system consists of 88 wells, each 500 feet deep, that serve as the heating and cooling system for the George G. Brown Center. 

Lighting Improvements and Energy Management: Our LED lighting on the Quad provides 3.5x the light of the replaced system at one-third of the electricity. Our Energy Management System enables facilities to reduce energy use based on building and room occupancy. In some locations, we utilize off-grid infrastructure, such as a self-charging automatic door and a solar- and wind-powered emergency phone station.

Water Use: The six, 500-gallon tanks in our rainwater reclamation system in the George G. Brown Center supply all of the water to the dual-flush toilets in the building, diverting excess stormwater from waterways. Our water-bottle filling stations located throughout campus reduce single-use plastics.

Waste Management: We have a robust recycling program on campus with prevalent recycling and landfill bins. We support the use of green cleaning practices through a green product requirement with our custodial contractor. Our dining services use tray-less dining to reduce water and food waste, local sourcing of dairy products and other local food distributors as part of the Better Tomorrow Plan, composting of food waste, and 100% recycled-content napkins.

Physical Wellness and Sustainability 

At Bellarmine, we view wellness as much more than physical health, exercise, or nutrition. It is the full integration of states of physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. We look to a model of the 8 dimensions of wellness (spiritual, social, physical, intellectual, vocational, emotional, financial, and environmental) as how we can help members of the Bellarmine community to achieve their full potential, nourishing the body, while also feeding the mind, and nurturing the spirit. 
We maintain offices, initiatives, and programs that help us promote wellness as a value for our faculty, staff, and students that emphasize physical wellness.
Exercise is Medicine-Gold Campus 
Bellarmine has been recognized as an official Exercise is Medicine Gold Campus by the American College of Sports Medicine since 2019. This designation was awarded to only 145 colleges and universities globally in recognition of our commitment to make physical activity a part of our overall commitment to the wellness of our community.  
Sport, Recreation, and Fitness Center  
This center, which students refer to as the “SuRF” provides exercise equipment, fitness classes, club and intramural sports programming, personal training, Active Knights fitness program, and other initiatives designed to enrich the mind, body and spirit, and promote personal growth. Additional campus fitness opportunities are available via our official campus walking path and trails available at Joe Creason Park and the 41-acre Beargrass Creek State Nature Preserve, both of which are immediately adjacent to campus.  

Goal 7: Ecological Economics

This aspect of Laudato Si’, while important, is a work in progress at Bellarmine. Our sustainability committee identified several goals and actions to prioritize in coming years. These include the development of a Green Purchasing Policy, which would involve the assessment of purchasing vendors, reducing the use of paper and making use of recycled paper when possible, purchasing more plant-based foods and reducing meat consumption, and reducing the use of single-use plastics across all university offices and functions. Additional goals will emerge in the coming years as we continue our task tracking via our AASHE stars participation. 

Laudato Si’ and the Future at Bellarmine
	At present, we are celebrating successes and setting future sustainability goals for the institution.  We are also currently shepherding our entire Bellarmine community—faculty, staff, and students--- towards a cultural shift where sustainability is woven throughout the work that we do.   As we look toward the future, we intend to make use of the Laudato Si’ Action Platform to closely align the existing work of the Bellarmine Sustainability Committee with the seven goals primary goals of the platform.  In doing so, we will be able to better identify opportunities and set new goals to live into the spirit of Laudato Si’ through our operations, educational delivery, spiritual development, and community engagement.  This work, at all levels of the university, will help us to achieve mission-driven commitments, allowing each member of our community to pursue more ethical, meaningful, and sustainable lives.

