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INTEGRATIVE PROJECT 

In the Dominican Tradition: Creation Story 

Abstract Many Christians struggle with an Earth-centered 

spirituality (ecospirituality), a spirituality that places humans 

within the context of creation and not at its apex. As a modern 

culture we have lost the understanding of our relationship to the 

rest of creation, an understanding that was common to all just a 

few short centuries ago. 

Our Catholic Christian faith provides a rich heritage of 

Earth-spirituality. It is imperative that Catholic women 

religious take the leadership role of teaching and modeling a 

responsible and sustainable relationship with Earth. By virtue 

of their founding and their ancient history, there is a 

particular imperative for Dominican women to take up this role. 

Introduction 

First, it is important to note that I am writing as a 

Catholic and as a Dominican to other Dominicans. However, the 

truths hold for all of us, and anyone reading this paper or 

listening to the presentation will hear echoed their own history. 

The teachings of the Church and of Albert the Great and Thomas 

Aquinas have influenced certainly all of Western culture, if not 

beyond. This approach challenges all religious or secular groups  
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to look back to their founding principles and examine them in 

light of our new ecological awareness. 

I begin looking at recent Church teaching on the 

environment, briefly reviewing Vatican documents and the pastoral 

letters from a number of the world’s bishops. I then look at 

themes in our Judeo/Christian tradition which cause us to 

disregard nature, then at rationales which support a respect for 

the Earth. I propose one explanation for these conflicting 

propensities, our dual heritage from the ancient Hebrews and from 

the Greeks, and I give some historical context. 

I then share the history of the founding of the Dominican 

Order and speak of the teachings of several prominent early 

Dominicans: Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, and Meister 

Eckhart. Based upon the reason our Order was founded, and based 

upon the four pillars of Dominican life (prayer, study, 

preaching, common life), I conclude we Dominicans have a mandate, 

an obligation, to be engaged in Earth ministry. 

IN THE DOMINICAN TRADITION: CREATION STORY 

I think it safe to say that many, if not most of us in the 

Western World, struggle with reconciling what we are beginning to 

learn about creation with what we have grown up believing about 

nature and with what we think our Church teaches us. We are 

wary, if not frightened, that we are dabbling with pantheism, 

nature worship. A good analogy is to liken the fear of our  
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growing understanding about creation and our role within it to 

many non-Catholics’ assumption that we worship Mary or the 

saints. We don’t worship her...or the saints...nor is this 

growing awakening to the Earth a misplaced worship of nature. 

What is all this about the "New Story," about reverencing 

the Earth? Why do we squirm when we see the word Earth 

capitalized? Do we think by doing that we are divinizing the 

Earth, equating her with God? Actually, the question should be, 

"Why don’t we capitalize it?" Earth is a proper noun! We 

capitalize Mercury, Venus, Mars... Do we think so little of the 

planet we call home? Or does the old axiom "Familiarity breeds 

contempt" hold true? 

How does all this "fit" with Catholicism...let alone our 

Dominican spirituality? What do we as Catholics believe about 

creation? Perhaps a better question is what does our Catholic 

heritage, our Dominican heritage, teach us about it? 

Let us first look at recent Church teaching on the 

environment and then go back further into history to give us an 

understanding of what has happened to get us where we are today. 

Richard Foster tells us that "History has a way of freeing us 

from the cult of the contemporary." Knowing our history will put 

our present growing understanding of creation in the proper 

context. It should help us see that it is not a new cult, that 

it is not just some of this "New Age" stuff. It is, in fact, a 

vital part of our Christian heritage. 

Many experts say that the modern environmental movement 

began with the publication of Rachel Carson’s book, Silent  
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Spring, in 1962. Though there were many notable environmental- 

ists before her, this book created a stir in the American public 

and among some notable scientists who agreed with her. Though 

other scientists, industrialists, and many politicians did their 

best to discredit her, the modern environmental movement was 

launched. 

The tenor of the early 1960s was still that of the optimism 

of the 50s. The unrest, rebellion, and rejection of the 

establishment was yet several years off. The world was generally 

enamored with modern science and all the marvels and promises 

that technology held out to it. The world had great hopes, even 

expectations, that science would cure the evils that long plagued 

humankind. 

The Church, at this time, was no different. It had entered 

Vatican Council II, and the tone of the documents produced by the 

Council echoed the beliefs of the rest of the world (Mich 386). 

They generally praised the accomplishments of modern technology 

and did not pick up on the writings of Rachel Carson or on the 

growing concern about the havoc that technology was creating in 

the world. 

That concern, however, grew strong enough for the organizing 

of the first Earth Day event in 1970. A year later a group of 

European industrialists gathered to analyze the impact of 

industrial growth on the environment. That same year, 1971, the 

Church, echoing what it was now hearing in society, responded by 

naming environmental degradation in her official teachings...for 

the first time ...and only briefly!  
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Prior Church documents had spoken of the environment, but 

not as an issue in itself and only in terms of social justice. 

Rerum Novarum (1891) claimed that the goods of the Earth are for 

all to share. Quadrogesimo Anno (1931) suggested limits on 

private ownership. Pacem in Terris (1963) stated that sharing 

was essential for peace and justice. And Gaudium et Spes (1965) 

reaffirmed humanity’s responsibility to care for the Earth (Blake 

199). 

Octogesima Adveniens (1971) took the reference to the 

environment one small step further. Pope Paul VI briefly noted 

that "man is suddenly becoming aware that by an ill-considered 

exploitation of nature he risks destroying it and becoming in 

turn a victim of this degradation." He does not name any 

specific environmental issue, but by using the word 

"degradation," he gives recognition that it is occurring. He 

also states that he doesn’t see the destruction of species or of 

ecosystems as a moral or religious problem in itself (Mich 386). 

In that same year, Justice in the World, a document coming 

out of the international synod of bishops, makes the first 

significant magisterial declaration about the environment, 

essentially characterizing environmental degradation as a 

violence carried out by wealthy consumers against the poor. Sean 

McDonagh (Irish Columban missionary) credits this document as an 

impetus to helping many Christians understand that the poverty 

which afflicts most of the world’s population is "directly 

related to the misuse and squandering of natural and human 

resources in First-World - mostly traditionally Christian -  
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countries" (McDonagh 5). McDonagh speaks further that the Earth 

cannot support the consumptive life-style of the First-World, and 

that that lifestyle virtually enslaves the poor of the world. It 

is the beginning of the on-going effort to awaken the First World 

to its responsibility in the present ecological crisis. 

Justice in the World finally puts the environmental issue on 

the table, though at this point it is still an anthropocentric 

view. There is concern about the environment because of its ill 

effects on humanity, not because creation is a value in itself. 

The environment is not formally addressed again in 

magisterial teaching until 1979 when Pope John Paul II delivers 

his first encyclical, Redemptor Hominis. He notes the depletion 

of the Earth’s resources at an ever increasing rate, which is 

putting intolerable pressure on the environment, and he warns 

against needless exploitation of the Earth (Mich 388). Redemptor 

does not speak of an understanding of God’s creation as a 

totality and the role of the human within it. John Paul, like 

his predecessors, takes the standard line of reaffirming that 

creation is ordered...that its purpose...is to meet human needs. 

But this document is a beginning, and one can use it to trace the 

development of John Paul’s thinking about the Earth and the role 

of humanity in it. 

His understanding deepens in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis 

(1987). John Paul addresses ecology in a fairly substantial way. 

He now speaks of respect for the natural world and of the mutual 

connection of all created things in the cosmos (Christiansen 

190). He notes the limits of nature’s resources and of the need  
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to respect the integrity of the cycles of nature, taking them 

into account when planning development. Human issues, population 

issues are to be addressed in the context of the environment 

(United 10). Theologian Christine Firer Hinze calls Sollicitudo 

a key document. "Not only does the pope for the first time 

advert to ecological issues in a major encyclical...but he also 

offers rich reflections on the connections between environmental 

degradation and the misuses of technology..." (Hinze 178-179). 

Then, in his 1990 World Day of Peace Message, John Paul 

delivers The Ecological Crisis: A Common Responsibility - Peace 

with God the Creator, Peace with all Creation. This is a major 

breakthrough in Roman Catholic official teaching on the 

environment...a document entirely devoted to environmental . 

concerns. This document is not only a major shift from other 

magisterial teaching, it is a shift from his own as well (Mich 

390). It appears he has finally understood the connection. 

- No longer abstract, it critiques the indiscriminate 

application of modern science and technology, and it addresses 

specific environmental problems: the greenhouse effect, acid 

rain, soil erosion, deforestation, use of herbicides, etc. 

John Paul again warns that consumerism and instant self- 

gratification are the root causes of the environmental 

predicament (John Paul par. 16) and that no solution will be 

found unless modern society takes a serious look at its lifestyle 

(par. 13). He encourages that appropriate action be taken: 

Faced with the widespread destruction of 

the environment, people everywhere are coming  
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to understand that we cannot continue to use 

the goods of the earth (sic) as we have in the 

past...Moreover, a new ecological awareness is 

beginning to emerge which, rather than being 

downplayed, ought to be encouraged to develop 

into concrete programmes and initiatives. (par. 1) 

In section II of the document, he grants moral standing to 

the ecological crisis, and in section IV he cites an imperative 

for education in ecological responsibility. 

As I have already stated, the seriousness 

of the ecological issue lays bare the depth of 

man’s moral crisis...An education in ecological 

responsibility is urgent: responsibility for 

oneself, for others, and for the earth. This 

education cannot be rooted in mere sentiment 

or empty wishes. Its purpose cannot be 

ideological or political. It must not be 

based on a rejection of the modern world or 

a vague desire to return to some "paradise lost." 

Instead, a true education in responsibility 

entails a genuine conversion in ways of thought 

and behaviour. Churches and religious bodies, 

non-governmental and governmental organizations, 

indeed all members of society, have a precise 

role to play in such education. The first 

educator, however, is the family, where the  
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child learns to respect his neighbor and to 

love nature. (par. 13) 

John Paul lets no one off the hook. The ecological crisis 

is a common responsibility. 

Today the ecological crisis has assumed 

such proportions as to be the responsibility 

of everyone. As I have pointed out, its 

various aspects demonstrate the need for 

concerted efforts aimed at establishing the 

duties and obligations that belong to individuals, 

peoples, States, and the international community.... 

When the ecological crisis is set within the 

broader context of the search for peace within 

society, we can understand better the importance 

of giving attention to what the earth (sic) and 

its atmosphere is telling us: namely, that there 

is an order in the universe which must be respected, 

and that the human person, endowed with the 

capability of choosing freely, has a grave 

responsibility to preserve this order for the well- 

being of future generations. I wish to repeat 

that the ecological crisis is a moral issue. (par. 15) 

He ends his message by calling specifically upon his 

brothers and sisters in the Catholic Church "in order to remind 

them of their serious obligation to care for all creation" (par.  
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16). He reminds us that he named Francis of Assisi the Patron of 

those who promote ecology because "he offers Christians an 

example of genuine and deep respect for the integrity of 

creation" (par. 16). 

Mich calls this document a new chapter in the Church’s 

teaching on the moral and religious nature of respect for 

creation (Mich 390). It is indeed just that. But perhaps the 

document’s most significant contribution is its broadening of the 

pro-life agenda of the Church. "Respect for life and for the 

dignity of the human person extends also to the rest of creation, 

which is called to join man in praising God" (John Paul par. 16). 

The Ecological Crisis is a wonderful document, an 

extraordinary magisterial work. It should have laid the 

groundwork for an explosion of theological study, discussion, and 

writing. But, it didn’t! What happened? John Paul’s next 

encyclical (Centesimus Annas, 1991) has little to say on the 

environment, concentrating more on the evils of consumerism. His 

Evangelium Vitae (1995) reaffirms the value of human life, but 

says very little about the rest of creation, once again 

establishing the "lordship" of "man" over the earth, once again 

reaffirming an anthropocentric view. What happened? One 

assessment, offered by Mich, is that his covey of advisors 

encouraged him to back off. One of his most respected advisors, 

Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, is a known critic of environmentalists 

and could well have influenced him to soften his tone (Mich 

393).  
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In the meantime, however, more and more of the bishops of 

the world pick up the ecological banner. (The texts of the 

pastorals of the bishops outside the United States are found in 

the appendix of And God Saw That It Was Good: Catholic Theology 

and the Environment.) 

The U.S. bishops of Appalachia write "This Land is Home to 

Me: A Pastoral Letter on Powerlessness in Appalachia" (1975). 

The way of life which these corporate 

giants create is called by some "technological 

rationalization." Its forces...become perverted, 

hostile to the dignity of the earth and of its 

people. Its destructive growth patterns pollute 

the air, foul the water, rape the land. {7). 

If our present system keeps on growing and 

growing, it will burn up us and our world. The 

present pattern of energy use, a great deal of 

which goes for military production or else the 

production of discardable junk, is barbaric. (11) 

The U.S. bishops of the Midwest write "Strangers and Guests: 

Toward Community in the Heartland" (1980). 

We are concerned about the people and land 

in our region. The opportunity people have to 

live a productive and rewarding life is determined 

to a great extent by the way in which they or 

outside interests relate to the land. We wish  
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this relationship to be one of cooperative harmony, 

for the land - complemented in nature by water and 

air - is our most important and limited natural 

resource. (2) 

The bishops of the Dominican Republic write "Pastoral Letter 

on the Relationship of Human Beings to Nature" (1987). 

We can no longer fail to concern ourselves 

with the preservation and betterment of the 

environment in which we live...The sin of humanity 

against nature has its repercussions against 

humanity itself. (par. 1) 

Christ to whom all things are subject and have 

been freed from the slavery of corruption (Rom 8321), 

taught us during his earthly life to admire nature 

and to respect it; to use it well without spoiling 

harming it; to be inspired by it and to love it. 

(par. 

The bishops of the Philippines write "What is Happening 

Our Beautiful Land?" (1988). 

As we reflect on what is happening in the 

light of the Gospel we are convinced that this 

assault on creation is sinful and contrary to 

the teachings of our faith...The men and women 

who attempt to live harmoniously with nature and  
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those who study ecology have tried to alert people 

to the magnitude of the destruction taking place 

in our time. The latter are in a good position to 

tell us what is happening since they study the web 

of dynamic relationships which supports and sustains 

all life within the earthly household. {par. 3,4) 

More and more we must recognize that the 

commitment to work for justice and to preserve 

the integrity of creation are two inseparable 

dimensions of our Christian vocation to work for 

the coming of the kingdom of God in our times. 

(par. 26) 

...it is crucial that people motivated by 

religious faith...take steps to defend the Earth. 

It is a matter of life and death. (par. 5) 

The bishops of Northern Italy write "Ecology: The Bishops of 

Lombardy Address the Community" (1988). 

{the environmental issue} has once and 

for all entered the centers of theological 

research and absolutely can not be separated 

any longer from pastoral practice. (par. 2) 

...We believe it is opportune to make a 

statement in order to aid and sustain the 

conscience of Christians in a dutiful effort  
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of discernment. This will also submit the grave 

problem of the environment’s decline to critical 

evaluation in light of the Christian vision... (par. 5) 

The bishops of Guatemala write "The Cry For Land" (1988). 

. . .undoubtedly the strongest, most desperate 

cry heard in Guatemala. It bursts forth from 

millions of Guatemalan hearts yearning not only to 

possess the land but to be possessed by it. (0.1) 

Man and woman belong to the earth (Gn 2:7) 

and it belongs to them... 4 (2.1.1) 

The bishops of Australia write "Christians and Their Duty 

Towards Nature" (1990). 

Today it is surely a sign of the times 

that many people are calling for a more 

enlightened care for the earth and for all 

living things. 

Our purpose in this statement is simply 

this: To invite all Christians, Catholics in 

particular, to reflect on the truth that "their 

responsibility within creation and their duty 

towards nature and the Creator are an essential 

part of their faith. (par. 16)  



Zayac, EL 545, 15 

The bishops of the United States write "Renewing the Earth: 

An Invitation to Reflection and Action on Environment in Light of 

Catholic Social Teaching" (1991). 

At its core, the environmental crisis is a 

moral challenge. It calls us to examine how we 

use and share the goods of the Earth, what we pass 

on to future generations, and how we live in 

harmony with God’s creation. (United 1) 

In speaking out at this time, we have six 

goals: 

1. to highlight the ethical dimensions of the 

environmental crisis; 

to link questions of ecology and poverty, 

environment and development; 

to stand in solidarity with working men and 

women and poor and disadvantaged persons, 

whose lives are often impacted by ecological 

abuse and tradeoffs between environment and 

development; 

to promote a vision of a just and sustainable 

world community; 

to invite the Catholic community and men and 

women of good will to reflect more deeply on 

the religious dimensions of this topic; and  
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6. to begin a broader conversation on the potential 

contribution of the Church to environmental 

questions. (par. 5) 

The following lines come from the first four paragraphs of 

Section II: 

Christian responsibility for the environment 

begins with appreciation of the goodness of all 

God’s creation...The earth, the Bible reminds us, 

is a gift to all creatures, to all living beings 

—- all mortal creatures that are on earth...People 

share the earth with other creatures...Humanity’s 

arrogance and acquisitiveness, however, led time 

and again to our growing alienation from nature. 

On the twentieth anniversary of "This Land is Home to Me," 

the U.S. bishops of Appalachia write "At Home in the Web of Life: 

A Pastoral Message on Sustainable Community in Appalachia from 

the Catholic Bishops in the Region" (1995). 

In this letter we wish to explore the 

new tasks which lie before us, particularly of 

creating or defending what are called "sustainable 

communities." (2) 

...the sustainable and hopeful path sees 

Appalachia as a community of life, in which people 

and land are woven together as part of Earth’s  
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vibrant creativity, in turn revealing God’s own 

creativity. In the vision of this path, the 

mountain forests are sacred cathedrals, the holy 

dwelling of abundant life-forms which all need each 

other, including us humans, with all revealing 

God’s awesome majesty and tender embrace; empty 

mines are sacred wombs of Earth, opening pathways 

to underground rivers and to life-giving aquifers... 

and needing to be kept pure and clean as God’s 

holy waters; and the people are God’s co-creators, 

called to form sustainable communities and to 

develop sustainable livelihoods, all in sacred 

creative communion with land and forest and water 

and air, indeed with all Earth’s holy creatures. (5) 

Sometimes people talk as if technology 

were the problem. We don’t think that’s the case, 

for we see the creation of technologies as part of 

humanity’s co-creativity with the Creator. The 

real question, we believe, is "Which technologies?" 

Does a particular technology help people or hurt 

them? Does it help the Earth or hurt it? The answer 

to this question is "appropriate technologies." (47) 

The U.S. bishops of the Northwest (with the Canadian bishop 

of British Columbia) write "The Columbia River Watershed: Caring 

for Creation and the Common Good" (2001).  
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In our idealized ecological vision we see 

the Columbia Watershed community inhabiting an 

environment of clean land, clear water, and 

pure air. In that vision the ecology is altered 

only by the earth’s natural colorations, seasonal 

variations, and people’s responsible use of the 

earth’s goods...They work to develop an international 

and intergenerational consciousness of, and respect 

for, the needs of the entire watershed - its people, 

animals, birds, fish, and plants. (11) 

People live in the world of nature, not 

apart from it. They need to alter that world 

at times in order to provide for their needs. 

The means are now available to use regional 

resources more efficiently while doing less harm 

to regional ecologies. We can live in greater 

harmony with our surroundings if we strive to 

become more aware of our connection to, and 

responsibility for, the creation that surrounds us. 

(17) 

We will hear more from the world’s bishops. Why are they 

making the environment a topic for pastoral letters...writing 

with such passion and conviction? Because they can see first 

hand what environmental devastation has done to their beautiful 

countries and to the lives and welfare of their people. They  
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witness, they experience, that we humans do not exist in a vacuum 

but in a carefully balanced relationship with the world around 

us. And they are finally speaking out. 

So, this has been the Church of the last few decades. But 

what predicates all this? Why do we need the Church to tell us 

that a proper respect/reverence for creation is all right, even 

essential? Has the Church suddenly changed its mind about 

nature? Or has it, along with the rest of the Western world, 

forgotten what it always knew? 

We can certainly find themes or threads in our 

Judeo/Christian tradition which support our modern disregard for 

nature. One very predominant theme is our Christian fear of 

pantheism. In our haste to affirm that God is greater than 

creation, we have put God above it, outside it. We have totally 

separated God from nature. We have convinced ourselves that only 

primitive people believe God resides in nature. And in our 

minds, we have converted indigenous people’s panentheist beliefs 

to pantheist beliefs. Pantheism is the belief that identifies 

God with the universe, God and creation are one. So to worship 

nature is to worship God. Panentheism is the belief that God 

resides in the world God made, that all creation resides within 

the God who made it. Therefore, creation is reverenced as a 

worthy gift of a loving and generous God. It is reverenced and 

respected, not worshipped. 

A second theme from our tradition is a disregard for this 

present life in favor of the next. We see union in heaven as the 

ultimate value, making everything else secondary. Because we  



Zayac, El, 545, 20 

separated God from Earth, put God in heaven, which is up/off the 

Earth, Earth becomes a temporary holding place...a stage. We are 

here but a short time. We pre-existed in the mind of God, are 

placed upon this Earth (this vale of tears) for a short time, 

then will rejoin God in heaven for all eternity when we die. 

Earth is not our home. Even in our conversation we refer to 

heaven as home. When someone dies, we console the mourner by 

saying, "S/he has gone home to God"...as if s/he were not home 

while here. We express and contribute to our sense of 

alienation. 

And this alienation leads us to one of two responses. One 

is that, if this Earth is not home, it doesn’t really matter what 

we do to it. We will be saved anyway, off the Earth, somewhere 

else in heaven. So, we can have a James Watt (Secretary of the 

Interior under Ronald Reagan) who when asked why he was selling 

off timber and oil rights in national lands responded by 

saying...it doesn’t matter anyway because it will all be 

destroyed in the rapture! (Gore 263). 

There is another response to seeing Earth as our temporary 

home. It rests upon the belief that creation was perfect until 

"the Fall." God made a perfect Earth, but the sin of Adam and 

Eve caused corruption and disease to enter the world. We have, 

in effect, given ourselves the ultimate "guilt trip." We have 

made ourselves responsible for all the chaos, turmoil, disease, 

sin and even death that is in the world. In turn, then, we must 

do what we can to "fix it again." And since God promises to 

perfect it again in the end (God will make a new heavens and a  
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new Earth, so it tells us in Revelation), anything we can do to 

help is called progress. 

Separating God from nature and believing this world only a 

holding place has inspired an asceticism (another theme) which 

basically rejects this world and sees it as a temptation that 

leads us away from spiritual things, which are the greater good. 

(This ideology came to fruition in Jansenism, a teaching the 

Church condemned but one which still has a stranglehold on many 

of us). 

This asceticism is supported by the heresy of dualistic 

thinking, whose destructive nature we are only now beginning to 

understand. Rather than seeing the world, the cosmos, as a 

whole, as integral, interrelated, encompassing all reality, we 

see it at odds, in opposition, with itself. Instead of a person, 

we speak of body and soul. Instead of humanity, we see 

black/white... young/old... East/West... democrat/communist... 

rich/poor... developed/underdeveloped... male/female. We 

polarize AND imply that one is better than the other. That kind 

of thinking has made it all too easy to judge, dismiss, and 

condemn the one deemed "inferior". 

That kind of thinking has us enmeshed in the particularly 

virulent heresy of spirit versus matter. Everything spiritual is 

good, and everything material is evil. We will further explore 

this later in the paper. 

Another theme that helps us disregard nature is our 

hierarchical worldview. Everyone and everything is assigned a 

specific place, and woe to those who step outside it. We think  
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in ladders and pyramids rather than circles. We think exclusive 

rather than inclusive. We think male rather than female and 

male. 

But in spite of these very veal and very powerful cultural 

influences, the Church has within her heritage a solid rationale 

for respecting and healing the Earth, for understanding our role 

in creation. The U.S. bishops name these traditions in their 

pastoral "Renewing the Earth," believing they "are integral 

dimensions of ecological responsibility." (The italics are 

theirs.) 

a God-centered and sacramental view of the 

universe, which grounds human accountability 

for the fate of the earth: 

a consistent respect for human life, which 

extends to respect for all creation; 

a worldview affirming the ethical significance 

of global interdependence and the common good; 

an ethics of solidarity promoting cooperation 

and a just structure for sharing in the world 

community; 

an understanding of the universal purpose of 

created things, which requires equitable use 

of the earth’s resources:  
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an option for the poor, which gives passion 

to the quest for an equitable and sustainable 

world; 

a conception of authentic development, which 

offers a direction for progress that respects 

human dignity and the limits of material growth. 

(5-6) 

The bishops did not just make these up. Nothing they stated 

is new. They called upon the tradition and teaching of the 

Church. 

A Little History 

So, why this dichotomy, this conflict? Why do we have such 

powerful influences leading us to disregard nature and such 

potentially powerful grounds to evoke our respect? {What 

biblical scholar Dianne Bergant calls ecotyranny or ecoharmony 

(Bergant 141)). There are many reasons, and (like all of 

creation) they are interrelated. Volumes are being written, 

taking us back into history and developing credible explanations. 

Credible, even when they contradict one another. 

I would like to propose another explanation. I realize it 

is fraught with generalization and does not take into account all 

the historical nuances that, in effect, contradict the premise. 

But that is not the purpose of my proposal. Nor am I looking for  
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a finely detailed cause for our present Western world dichotomous 

behavior towards Earth. I am merely making an observation. 

I believe that one reason we struggle so is because we are 

children, victims perhaps, of a dual heritage. As 

Judeo/Christians our ancestry comes from two traditions (as does 

any person’s!). One part comes from the ancient Hebrews (not the 

Jews of Jesus’ time), a people who would never have conceived of 

a natural world apart from God. Who saw everything as divine 

gift or punishment. Who would not have understood dualisms that 

separated the human person into body and soul, the world into 

spirit and matter. The elements of their understanding of the 

cosmos can be seen in the early books of the 01d Testament. 

The ancient Hebrews, the early Christians, and Western 

societies (academia notwithstanding) generally up to Medieval 

times took for granted that we lived in a theo-centric universe. 

The natural world was God’s, and it was good. God, the world, 

and humanity were all in ordered harmony. Everything in the 

natural world was imbued with God’s spirit. Nothing existed, 

nothing happened outside of God. The world was that place where 

we would come to the knowledge of God. Thomas Aquinas tells us 

that "Sacred writings are bound in two volumes, that of creation 

and that of holy scripture." 

The idea of the separation of matter and spirit, of body and 

soul, came to us not from the ancient Hebrews but from the 

Greeks, the other part of our parentage. The ideas of Greek 

philosophers already had a hold on the Jewish intellectuals of  
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Jesus’ time. They had an even greater impact on the writings of 

the early Church. 

Plato in particular had profound influence upon Augustine, 

who had his own battles with the demon flesh and the world that 

to him represented it. Plato saw this world not as reality but 

as the shadow of reality (shadows on the cave wall). Reality was 

what you couldn’t see, not what you could. Theologian Rosemary 

Radford Ruether tells us that "It was from the Platonic tradition 

of Greek philosophy...that Western culture derived the view that 

evil resides in the physical body and the material world, over 

against the conscious mind" (Reuther 122). Augustine’s influence 

is well-known, and, according to Reuther "shaped the dominant 

perspective of the Latin medieval world" (186). 

The academic world and (with some exception) the hierarchy 

of the Church bought into Plato’s understanding of reality. 

However, most of the common folk (the church) did not. Academia 

was too far removed from their daily existence to have much 

influence. And most of them accepted Christianity under duress, 

mingling it with their long-held indigenous beliefs about 

creation and their creator God. 

Our Greek heritage has taught us to compartmentalize our 

learning, to think in boxes, to see life in a linear mode. 

Anyone studying the Gospel of John knows how non-linear that 

Hebrew thought! As children of the ancient Hebrew, we think with 

our gut, know with our hearts, understand that the reality of the 

thing is far more than what we can actually observe. As children 

of the Greeks, we analyze, categorize, rationalize and hold  
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everything up to close scrutiny. We live in our heads. The 

dualisms we have created are of human construct. This unnatural 

polarizing of what is in reality an integrated whole has helped 

create the havoc we now have in the world. 

The Dominican Contribution 

The heretical dualism of spirit versus matter is one that 

raises its head again and again in the centuries following Plato. 

One particular outbreak in the south of thirteenth century France 

inspired a young Spaniard, Dominic de Guzman (1170-1221), to 

found an Order of Preachers to fight against it. 

The teaching that all matter is evil and only the unseen 

spiritual is good translated itself into a destructive lifestyle. 

Those who accepted the teaching were asked to renounce marriage 

since its purpose was to procreate children, more evil "matter." 

They were encouraged to excessive disciplining and harsh 

treatment of their bodies; indeed, the ultimate act of holiness 

was to commit suicide and free the spirit from the evil matter of 

the body. Fortunately, few aspired to that degree! 

Dominic lived in a sacramental universe, one imbued with the 

presence of God. He preached an incarnational theology...that 

our God took on the elements of Earth, again declaring creation 

itself to be holy. Dominic did not see the world as evil but as 

an expression of the glory of God. The founding of the Dominican 

Order (1216) was in direct response to the heresy that saw the 

created world as evil, as something to reject, to spurn. Though 

we have no written preachings and very few sayings of Dominic’s,  
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his followers have left an impressive imprint upon the Church and 

the world. 

The Dominican Albert the Great (c1200-1280), so called 

because of his renown as a scholar and teacher, picked up 

Dominic’s theme in his own way...by doing the unheard in academic 

circles. He rejected Plato’s philosophy (which was the basis of 

all academic thought) and turned instead to Aristotle, who had 

basically been left on the shelf. In contrast to Plato, 

Aristotle taught that there is meaning, there is reality in 

created matter. And though he had a few problems of his own (his 

notion about women), he presented a very different view of the 

world. 

Albert was succeeded by his friend and greatest student, a 

Dominican by the name of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). Like his 

teacher, Thomas looked to Aristotle rather than Plato. Though 

there are some who like to discredit him, who throw out 

statements we all agree are blatantly ill-advised (e.g. calling 

women "misbegotten males"), Thomas makes a significant 

contribution to an ecotheology. Caveat: it is important not to 

ascribe to him our current understanding; nevertheless, he has 

much to tell us about the sacredness of creation. 

Pamela Smith, SS.C.M. (Assistant Professor of Systematic 

Theology at SS. Cyril and Methodius Seminary, MI) suggests twelve 

eco-themes in Thomas’ great work, the Summa Theologica: 

- a faith-filled sense of the unity of the world; 

—- a reverence for all creatures;  
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appreciation for the simultaneous "intrinsic 

value" and "instrumental value" of nonhuman 

creatures; 

an active support of creaturely diversity; 

the extension of moral consideration to all living 

things; 

an exercise of providence on behalf of the universal 

common good; 

a healthy hierarchicalism; 

a general stance of non-aggression; 

personal moderation and the search for sustainable 

living; 

a commitment to Earth-healing and restoration; . 

the pursuit of integrally virtuous living; and 

the study and reinterpretation of viable traditions. 

(Mich 405) 

No attempt is made in this paper to do justice to Thomas’ 

creation themes in his massive work. All of the above can be 

referenced in the Summa, but that is not my purpose. I intend to 

share a few specific statements that witness to Thomas’ deep 

appreciation for nature and a reverence for all created things. 

According to Thomas, the most marvelous thing a being can do 

is to be. The most wonderful thing about anything is that it is. 

He affirmed the visible world, in contrast to Plato, saying that 

everything exists in its own right and is to be taken seriously.  
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Thomas tells us that God must be in all things, and in the 

most intimate manner. Creation is the overflowing of divine 

goodness. "God is both transcendent over creation and immanently 

present in each creature. Clearly no dichotomy exists between 

God and creatures" (Clifford 39). 

The following are from A Tour of the Summa: 

God creates to communicate his goodness. 

And creatures are made to manifest or acquire 

perfection in the likeness of God’s goodness... 

Creation in the thing created, is in real 

relation to the Creator. (40) 

In creating, God communicates his goodness; 

creatures are to represent and manifest the 

divine goodness. And goodness, which in God 

is simple, in creatures is diversified; what 

phase of the divine goodness one creature fails 

to represent may be represented by another. 

The whole multiple and varied universe manifests 

the divine goodness more perfectly than any 

single creature could do. (42) 

Thomas echoes St. Paul in the letter to the Romans where he 

writes that creatures prove the existence and show the attributes 

of God (113). Creation is one. Body and soul are one. There 

was no dualism here for Thomas. 

Later in that same century, another Dominican preacher would 

say "Every creature is a full of God and a book about God"  
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(Blakney 222). Meister Eckhart (1260-1327), another of Albert’s 

students, preached an incredible, and until now, misunderstood 

and unheard message about God and creation. His words are 

challenging, mind-stretching, mystical, to say the very least. 

But he gives a rich and powerful expression for our growing 

understanding. 

Eckhart tells us that "Creation is a revelation of God, a 

home for God, a temple of God. It is a grace, an overflow of the 

goodness and beauty that God is" (Fox 55). 

All creatures want to express God in all 

their works; let them all speak...All creatures 

are words of God. My mouth expresses and reveals 

God but the existence of a stone does the same... 

All creatures may echo God in their activities. 

(58) 

In fact, "all things love God." Loving God, 

they seek God and they seek to be like God so 

that it can be said that all nature seeks God. 

Know that all creatures are driven and take action 

by their nature for one end: to be like God...If 

God were not in all things, nature would not 

accomplish or yearn for anything...within its very 

self nature seeks and strives for God. (63) 

God is in all things... (65). There where 

God speaks the creatures, there God is... (67)  
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In the same love, however, in which God loves 

himself, he loves all creatures, not as creatures 

but he loves the creatures as God. In the same 

love in which God loves himself, he loves all 

things...God enjoys himself. In the same enjoyment 

in which God enjoys himself, he enjoys all creatures, 

not as creatures, but he enjoys the creatures as God. 

In the same enjoyment in which God enjoys himself, he 

enjoys all things. (76) 

The first kind of love which God has and 

which we should learn is that which completed his 

natural goodness to form all of creation, for in 

the images contained in his foreknowledge, God was 

pregnant with every creature from all eternity so 

that all creatures might enjoy with him his goodness. 

And among all these creatures he does not love any 

one more than any other. For insofar as creatures 

are open to receive him, to that extent God pours 

himself into them. (90) 

Though we talk about human beings, we are 

speaking at the same time of all creatures...God 

poured his being in equal measure to all creatures, 

to each as much as it can receive. This is a good 

lesson for us that we should love all creatures  
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equally with everything which we have received from 

God. (92) 

The love God bears himself contains his love 

for the whole world...Every creature is on its way 

to the highest perfection. (224) 

There is no dualism here either, nor is Eckhart speaking of 

pantheism. Nor does he diminish the role of the human person in 

creation. He is simply in awe of the grace-filledness of 

creation, calling it the first grace, the first manifestation of 

God’s love and goodness. Creation flows out of God and back into 

God, and therefore we, as part of creation, must understand our 

relationship to it. It is all gift. Nothing is ours to own or 

possess. "...for all {(God’s} gifts, gifts of nature, gifts of 

grace, not one was made with the idea that we should regard them 

as our property" (Blakney 38). 

Matthew Fox declares that for one to be unaware of 

panentheism in Eckhart’s eyes is for one to be ignorant, for all 

things are in God and God is in all things. 

This being in and out of things is no more 

difficult than it is for the sea that passes 

through the gills of a fish. God is in all 

things. The more he is in things, the more 

he is outside things; the more he is within, 

all the more he is without. Inside and outside 

are not opposed for God. We can be inside God  
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and God can be inside us at the same time. 

(Fox 73) 

Eckhart and Thomas both affirmed the visible world. God is 

present in all creation, and if we want to pay tribute to the 

Creator, we must respect the actuality, the concrete reality, the 

essence, the isness of all things....the rockness of the rock, 

the birdness of the bird, the metalness of metal, the humanness 

of the human person. 

Thomas tells us further that 

God - every maker - leaves some sort of 

image of himself in what he makes, and in 

creatures there is a trace of the Trinity. 

In rational creatures there is understanding 

and love. In non-rational creatures, as well, 

there is that which exists a trace of the 

Trinity (however imperfect and faint). (Glenn 41) 

A trace of the Trinity! This understanding of the intimate 

relationship between God and creation underscores Pope John 

Paul’s and the bishops’ claim that environmental degradation is a 

moral issue. The loss of ecosystems and plant and animal species 

(both of which have a soul, according to Thomas) is no less than 

the destruction of a facet of the divine expression. God is 

diminished, and God must feel the pain of that loss. 

Theology professor (Duquesne University) Anne Clifford, CSJ 

writes:  
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From the standpoint of an ecological 

theology based on Aquinas’ insights, the 

destruction of our earthly habitat suggests 

that discernible traces of the Trinity are lost. 

When species are made extinct, a unique 

manifestation of the goodness of God is gone 

forever. (Clifford 39) 

The ecological crisis is a cosmic crisis. It affects all 

parts of creation. By its very nature, no one thing can remain 

untouched. ..including humanity. Most, if not all, of the social 

Justice documents of the Church refer to the common good, which 

is the sum total of all those conditions of social living which 

make it possible for men and women to achieve the perfection of 

their humanity. It serves as an arbiter of whether one person’s 

particular good impinges upon the overall good of the community. 

Ecology is certainly an essential part of the common good 

(Christiansen 185). That definition must now be broadened to 

embrace the entire creation. Both Thomas and Eckhart understood 

that. Pope John Paul and many of the bishops echo it. 

If we have such a rich heritage in the Church and in the 

Dominican Order, what happened? Why do we struggle, even squirm, 

over all this today. Again, a little history helps. 

A Little More History 

As mentioned earlier, most persons in the Medieval world 

lived in a theo-centric universe, one in which God made all  
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things and was responsible for all that happened (ill or good). 

Nothing happened outside of God’s will. A major, catastrophic 

event in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries changed not only 

history, but western culture’s understanding of the role humanity 

plays in the world. 

The bubonic plague, the Black Death, had rolled over Europe 

several times since the rats carrying the fleas came back with 

explorers from Asia. But a recurrence of the plague this time 

almost completely decimated Europe. Anywhere from one-third to 

one-half of the population died horrible deaths. To the Medieval 

mind, this disease came from nowhere. The Church didn’t 

understand it either, and she explained as she only knew how: 

since all comes from the hand of God, this terrible devastation 

must be divine punishment for evils committed against God. There 

could be no other explanation. 

Many, particularly the intellectuals of the day, felt this 

explanation inadequate, that it made God a cruel and whimsical 

tyrant. They questioned and rejected it; that was not how they 

saw God acting in the world. These were minds like Kepler and 

Copernicus and Galileo, whose discoveries that the Earth was not 

the center of the universe were (needless to say) unappreciated 

by the Church. The Church’s condemnation of their findings 

deepened the crack between these intellectuals and the Church. 

They began to reject the Church as the repository of all 

knowledge and as the final answer for temporal matters. And as 

they began to ignore her, the Church responded by ignoring them.  



Zayac, EL 545, 36 

The Church, instead, began to concentrate on the Christian 

story and withdrew from the world and its concerns, leaving that 

to the scientists. So as science set about proving there was no 

God evident in nature, the Church increasingly emphasized God as 

Absolute, self-sufficient, perfect, transcendent, and unaffected 

by the world. The Church’s worldless God easily paved the way 

for science’s Godless world. Church theology began to focus on 

saving us from this capricious world, telling us how to win the 

peaceful haven of heaven. She virtually left the study of the 

world to science, a most unfortunate development. The divergent 

roads of science and religion lasted centuries. Only now are we 

witnessing the beginnings of a dialogue between the two, perhaps 

the beginning of the end of the schism. 

The next two centuries (1600s-1700s) exploded in scientific 

thought and exploration. Called the Age of Enlightenment, the 

Scientific Revolution, the Age of Reason, men like Francis Bacon, 

Rene Descartes, and Isaac Newton set the scientific tone for the 

next three hundred years. Bottom-line, nature was demystified. 

Nature lost its soul, its animating spirit, and became only a 

hoarder of secrets which needed to be found out. And once found 

out, nature could be mastered and bent to human will. 

What became entrenched in our belief system (along with and 

sometimes in spite of the Church) was that man (the male) was the 

only rational, thinking being; that man is the only subject in a 

world of objects (which included women); and that man could use 

those objects in any way he felt appropriate. In fact, Genesis’  
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command to man to subdue and have dominion over the Earth gave 

man the moral authority to do so. 

Francis Bacon (1516-1626), founder of the modern scientific 

method, closely identified women with nature, and objectified 

both. He 

.. .Speaks of wresting new knowledge from 

nature’s womb; of seizing her by the hair of 

her head and molding her into something new by 

technology; of penetrating her mysteries; of 

having the power to conquer and subdue her. He 

suggests that nature is a dubious female similar 

to those women in his society who were thought 

to be witches. He likens the scientific method 

that interrogates nature to those of the juridical 

institution that examines these women, including 

torture with mechanical devices as a symbolic tool 

for wresting from nature her secrets. 

(Johnson 15) 

Bacon spoke of binding nature as a slave and "transformed 

the magical tradition by calling on the need to dominate 

nature...for the good of the human race" (Merchant 169). 

Rene Descartes (1596-1650) furthered the demystification by 

giving us the image of the universe as a machine, made up only of 

the totality of its parts. Understand the parts, understand the 

whole. Isaac Newton (1642-1727) introduced us to thinking of the 

universe as a clock, wound up and left alone to run according to  
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its own laws. Once we understand the laws, we understand how all 

things work. He also gave us the hierarchical pyramid model of 

nature: minerals on the lowest level, plant life next, lower 

animals next, higher animals above the lower, then children, then 

women, then men, who were at the apex as they alone were the 

creatures made in the image and likeness of God. 

Now, they and other scientists at the time were religious 

men, but they no longer saw God as part of creation. God was 

outside it and basically disinterested. Men were at the top of 

the created order, and nature (as well as women, who were 

identified closely with nature) was only a collection of objects 

to be used as men saw fit. And because the Church had given up 

the study of Earth to science, had literally backed out of it, 

there was no guiding ethics or spirituality to provide a moral 

base for all that has ensued. That lack is so readily obvious in 

the conundrums of modern medical science and especially now in 

experimentation with DNA cloning. Lacking that moral guidance, 

we rely upon our court system to provide it. 

All that Thomas Aquinas (Francis of Assisi, Hildegard of 

Bingen, Mechtilde of Magdeburg, Meister Eckhart...) had taught us 

was ignored. Add to that the intensive industrialization of the 

last century, no wonder we are in ecological crisis. 

A New Look at an 01d Faith 

Church teaching today is once again reflecting the 

understanding we once had and lost in the last few centuries. As 

Catholic Christians we do believe in the integrity of ALL  
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creation, not just humanity. We believe that all creation is 

divine gift, that it is an expression of the divine. We 

recognize that our relationship to the Earth is not one of 

master, or even of steward, which not only smacks of dualism but 

also implies that God is an absentee landlord, living off in some 

distant realm. 

We must look anew at our interpretation of the Genesis 

account, ridding ourselves of the lens of the last few hundred 

years. Dianne Bergant, CSA, (Professor of Biblical Studies at 

Catholic Theological Union, Chicago) challenges us to look at 

Genesis through the eyes of the ancient Hebrews’ understanding of 

their world. The following is a synopsis from her series of 

tapes, The Earth is the Lord’s: 

Bergant first tells us something that we already "know" in 

our heads but have lost from our hearts: that humans and animals 

are made from the same material as Earth. The Hebrew uses the 

same nouns and verbs for both. Humans and animals are to be 

companions to one another (Gen 1:28). God does not make Adam out 

of anything different than he makes the animals. All are made 

from the clay of Earth. 

The difference, however, between humans and animals are that 

humans are made in the image, the likeness, of God. To the 

ancient Hebrew, that meant that humans represent God, re-present 

God. Humans do what God would do, they do not act for 

themselves. They do not represent themselves; they represent 

God.  
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To have dominion, then, means that humanity acts as God’s 

representative. We exercise dominion as God does. And how does 

God act in Genesis? God sees everything as very good! 

Even the kings of ancient Israel did not act in their own 

right. They represented God, ruled in God’s likeness. And 

whenever the king’s rule became absolute law in Israel, there was 

prophetic condemnation! 

Ethicist Larry Rasmussen in Earth Community, Earth Ethics 

tells us that modern Jewish exegesis of Genesis 1:28 says that 

"subdue and have dominion" actually means 

that while all living things have some 

human reference and use, the proper human 

attitude is one of restraint, humility, and 

even non-interference, except in matters of 

necessity (such as daily bread). In fact, 

the modern capacity to image human beings 

apart from the rest of nature is largely lost 

to Jewish exegesis because Rabbinic Hebrew, 

like Biblical Hebrew, has no word for nature 

as a realm separate from human being or for 

creation as a finished state. (Rasmussen 231) 

In other words, there is no human and nature; we are part of 

Dianne Bergant continues her exegesis. In the garden 

account of Genesis 2:5 it says "There was as yet no wild bush on 

the earth nor had any wild plant yet sprung up, for God had sent  
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no rain upon the earth, nor was there any man to till the soil" 

(The New Jerusalem Bible). In Hebrew, the word "till" is from 

the same root as to "serve" or "preserve." {Shirley Wurst tells 

us that the original Hebrew denotes not only working the soil, 

serving, but is also linked with worshipping a god (Wurst 90)}. 

There is no fertility upon the Earth because there is no one 

yet to till, serve, preserve it. God created the Earth, but God 

requires humans to work alongside. Humans are to be co-creators 

of Earth. The Earth’s fertility depends upon the cooperation, 

co-participation of humans and God. 

She continues that the Hebrew word we have interpreted as 

"till" also means to "guard." Why guard a garden? To the 

ancients a garden meant far more than our image of a plot of 

flowers or vegetables. It meant a sanctuary, a place where one 

meets God. The ancients often carved huge beings...monsters...to 

guard their sanctuary. Not so much to keep people out but to 

remind those passing by that this was the entrance to sacred 

ground. So the garden, creation, was the sanctuary of God, the 

sacred ground where one was to meet God. The Earth is the place 

to meet God. {Eckhart tells us, "If the soul could have known 

God without the world, the world would never have been created" 

(Blakney 161).} 

Adam was to till (serve) and guard Eden. Adam COULD guard 

it because being made in God’s image, he represented God. His 

presence in the sanctuary reminded the rest of creation that God 

was present because Adam WOULD ACT AS GOD ACTS. Adam was God’s 

image. When Adam and Eve sinned, then, they could no longer  
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guard the sanctuary. They could no longer represent God because 

they committed the sin of representing themselves rather than 

God. When they ate of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, 

they chose to be arbiter of universal truths. Others were then 

set to guard in Adam’s place (the angels by the gates), and the 

effect of that sin disrupted Adam’s relationship with Eve and 

with the Earth Adam was meant to serve. 

Bergant’s work sheds a much different light upon Genesis! 

In fact, it brings the creation account more into line of other 

ancient and/or indigenous peoples. The Genesis story does not 

give us a mandate to abuse and destroy. Instead, it gives us the 

moral foundation to understand our interdependent role within 

creation. To realize that what we do to the Earth, we do to 

ourselves (as Chief Seattle so eloquently told us). 

We can only be as healthy as the air we breathe, the water 

we drink, the soil that nourishes our food. We can only be as 

healthy as our fellow creatures who give us medicine, their 

fibers, their companionship, even themselves as our food...and 

who help us come to know God. Any diminishment of the created 

world is a diminishment of a facet of the divine expression. 

Aquinas tells us no one creature (no, not even the human) can 

adequately express God...that the entire creation is needed. 

More work is being done to interpret our biblical heritage 

in the light of the ecological crisis. A group of theologians 

and scripture scholars from around the globe have formed an Earth 

Bible team and are producing a series of careful exegetical 

writings whose purpose is "to identify those passages which may  
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have contributed to the crisis and uncover those traditions which 

have valued Earth but been suppressed" (Habel 7). 

These scholars are working out of six Ecojustice principles: 

1. The Principle of Intrinsic Worth 

The universe, Earth and all its components 

have intrinsic worth/value. 

2. The Principle of Interconnectedness 

Earth is a community of interconnected living 

things that are mutually dependent on each 

other for life and survival. 

3. The Principle of Voice 

Earth is a subject capable of raising its 

voice in celebration and against injustice. 

4. The Principle of Purpose 

The universe, Earth and all its components, 

are part of a dynamic cosmic design within 

which each piece has a place in the overall 

goal of that design. 

5. The Principle of Mutual Custodianship 

Earth is a balanced and diverse domain where 

responsible custodians can function as 

partners, rather than rulers, to sustain a 

balanced and diverse Earth community. 

6. The Principle of Resistance 

Earth and its components not only differ 

from injustices at the hands of humans, 

but actively resist them in the struggle  
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for justice. (24) 

These principles are used by the team to pose questions 

about any biblical text, utilizing the basic hermeneutic of 

feminist scholars: suspicion and retrieval. The suspicion aspect 

means we may legitimately assume that the biblical texts are 

anthropocentric rather than theocentric (the world whose only 

value is its use for humans versus the world as God’s self- 

expression). The retrieval aspect involves finding features in 

the text that help us retrieve traditions that regard the Earth 

community as our kin (39). 

This is exciting work. Critics have long pointed to 

Christianity as a major source of the environmental crisis. That 

is not only unfair, it is a narrow view of a highly complex 

issue. No one person or group is to blame. We have a common 

responsibility and a common obligation to amend the injustice. 

The Dominican Role 

Dominicans have a special role to play in delivering the 

message. Dominic’s calling card was "responding to the signs of 

the time." The needs of his day dictated a new model of 

religious life, one that could effectively respond to the 

spreading of a heresy that taught that the Earth and all created 

matter was evil. At that time in history, men and women 

religious generally gathered in large monasteries and led 

cloistered lives, often taking a vow of stability. They were 

renowned for their hospitality and invited the public to come to  
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them for respite and spiritual nourishment. But that was the 

problem. The "heretics" weren’t coming. 

Dominic knew he had to go out to them. When he announced he 

would build no institutions and wanted his men to walk the 

countryside two by two and mingle with the people in their homes, 

and churches, and inns, he was severely criticized. He was told 

he would lose all his young men in their beautiful white habits 

to the first women who came along! His religious community would 

fail if they did not set themselves apart from the common people. 

How would they find time to pray and meditate? 

Dominic needed mendicants, and he needed teachers who knew 

their subject matter. He needed his followers to be preachers of 

the Gospel message, preachers of Truth. When Dominic announced 

(and received papal approbation) that his men would preach, he 

turned upside down the tradition that allowed only bishops that 

privilege. A new model! A response to the needs of the day. 

The challenges of the heresy we face today are no less than 

the one Dominic met head-on. In fact, given their scope, they 

are considerably greater. As followers of Dominic we are called 

to respond to today’s needs. We are called to witness to the 

Truth. We are called to preach to those whose actions enslave 

and degrade all members of the Earth community. Like Dominic, we 

are to stand in solidarity with the marginated, and who more so 

than the rivers and oceans, the depleted and toxic topsoils, 

mountains ravaged of their forests and minerals, the animals and 

plants brought to extinction through habitat loss and over-  
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harvesting, the human poor displaced by the First World’s 

insatiable consumption. 

The ecological crisis is a human crisis. Minorities and the 

poor most frequently suffer the effects of living near landfills, 

toxic waste sites, city incinerators; they most frequently work 

as farm and factory laborers exposed to toxic chemicals. Their 

villages suffer devastation from mudslides from denuded 

hillsides. Their countries are forced to take First World 

nuclear waste, to ravage their forests, deplete their soils with 

cash crops, and displace their peoples in order to pay off their 

national debts. 

Keith Carley (of the Earth Bible Project) writes: 

The New Testament scholar Walter Wink 

describes the coining of the term ‘ecojustice’ 

as inspired: "here in a single word the 

connection is made between social justice 

and justice to life in all its forms. All 

justice is now ecological. All species have 

rights. All life is sacred." (Carley 112) 

As Dominicans we are called to understand that working to 

heal the Earth is not a misplaced value in the light of so much 

human suffering. Ecojustice is not a sub-category of justice; 

all other justice issues are sub-category to it. The Earth is 

primary. Without the Earth we are nothing; we have no economy, 

no national boundaries, no way of knowing our God. The paradigm  
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that allows us to abuse the Earth as we have is the same one 

which allows us to abuse one another. 

A vital aspect (one of the four pillars) of Dominican life 

is study. Preachers better know the subject matter of their 

preaching! As we learn what is really happening in and to our 

world, we are obligated to work actively and effectively to bring 

about equitable justice for all creation. We need to know the 

truth and not be derailed by the green-washing of many large 

corporations who cover up their environmental degradation with 

sweet commercials or beautiful roadside boards. 

We need to be wary of those who like to confuse the issues 

and create enemies (dualism), where there should be none. The 

Northwest logging companies greatly clouded the issue of non- 

sustainable clear-cutting by equating the spotted owl with 

people’s jobs. Their supporters lost sight of the fact that once 

the trees were all gone, so were the jobs! And none of them 

understood the economic reality that there is more longterm gain 

in sustainable harvesting than in clear-cutting. A number of 

economists like Herman Daly (For the Common Good, in conjunction 

with theologian John Cobb, Jr.) and Paul Hawken (The Ecology of 

Commerce) suggest viable alternatives. 

We are called to preach (second pillar) the Truth that the 

world needs to hear about consumption gone out of control. We 

have turned into a culture of consumers, to the detriment of the 

planet and all her inhabitants. Theologian Sallie McFague 

writes: 

...the planet cannot support six billion 

B: HADV.ORTREWANANE CONEAS [IRPAPY  
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(or more) people living a Western lifestyle. 

As things now stand we middle-class North 

Americans are consuming much more, while others 

are consuming less: 20 percent of people in 

high-income countries account for 86 percent 

of private consumption, while the poorest 20 

percent of the world’s population consume only 

1.3 percent of the pie. In Africa, the average 

household consumes 20 percent less than it did 

twenty-five years ago; two-thirds of the world’s 

population lives on less than two dollars a day. 

(McFague 88) 

We are called to preach about the ever-widening gap between 

the rich and poor, about global warming and ozone depletion, 

about genetic manipulation and irradiation of our food supply, 

about the unchecked power of the transnationals, about treatment 

of factory farm animals, about species extinction and loss of 

habitat which will ultimately be our own demise. Science is not 

the answer; it cannot save us. Technology cannot save us if we 

destroy all upon which it is based. The Earth is not a sub- 

category of the economy; our economy is based upon the goods of 

this Earth. 

As Dominicans we are called to live what we preach so we can 

be credible (third pillar - common life). A well-known and 

beloved Dominican story tells the point. When we look at the 

doctrine of the "heretics," we shake our heads and ask why anyone  
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would believe such teachings about marriage and treatment of the 

body. Yet the heresy thrived. Why? Because the people weren’t 

taught anything else. Since the bishops often lived in distant 

cities, and parish priests were not educated or mandated to 

preach, the common folk did not know the tenets of their own 

faith. 

In early efforts to thwart the doctrine, the Church sent out 

the bishops. They arrived in the villages in full retinue, on 

horseback (only the rich could afford such travel), wearing fine 

clothes, and assisted by servants. The common folk were 

scandalized. In contrast to the teachers of the heresy who lived 

poorly and simply among the people, these bishops were not 

credible. Why should they listen to them? 

Dominic understood the need for credible witness. He and 

his men traveled on foot, wearing simple robes, begging for food 

and lodging. When offered hospitality, they preached in the 

inns, in village markets, in people’s homes. We, too, must be 

credible witnesses to the Truths we preach. We must consume 

less. We must utilize appropriate and sustainable means for 

lighting and heating our buildings. We must make healthy choices 

about the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the places we shop. 

The call to study, to preach Truth, to live as credible 

witnesses are not just the domain of Dominicans. All of us are 

called to the same, as we are all called to prayer (the fourth 

pillar). How often have we heard that prayer changes things. We 

say we believe it. Yet we often act as though we don’t. Some of 

us have experienced personal conversion through prayer. Some of  
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us have witnessed situations change for the better after our 

prayer. But for the most part, prayer has been relegated to the 

realm of religion, to the purview of the Church. 

Now, science may be lending "proof" that prayer is "more" 

than a religious notion, that it is an actual and effective tool 

for change. Quantum physics teaches us that everything, without 

exception, is part of the whole, and that the whole IS greater 

than the sum of its parts. Total autonomy, separateness does not 

exist anywhere in this universe. What happens in any one part of 

the universe, on any level, profoundly affects every other part 

of the universe! 

In quantum mechanics, two subatomic 

particles can interact locally and then move 

very far apart. But the rules of quantum 

physics are such that even if the particles 

end up on opposite sides of the universe, they 

must be treated as an indivisible whole. This 

was ably demonstrated in Aspect’s experiment of 

1982, when two identical photons were emitted 

by a calcium atom in opposite directions. It 

was noted that if certain influences were brought 

to bear on one of the photons, then the second 

photon is also affected, although the latter 

may be on the other side of the moon. (O’Murchu 57) 

Quantum physics has turned our mechanistic, Newtonian world 

literally upside down. Many Protestant and Catholic theologians  
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and spiritual writers are now turning to quantum physics for a 

new paradigm for faith and religion. And a growing number of 

physicists are admitting that there must be a God after all. 

Utilizing quantum physics, philosopher Danah Zohar presents 

a compelling case for the power of prayer. She does not speak of 

prayer but rather of the nature of thought and creativity in our 

quantum universe. She proposes that the relationship of our 

consciousness to our physical body is that of the particle/wave 

nature exhibited by atomic particles (no dualism found here!). 

Consciousness can be explained as a quantum process. Because of 

the intimate connection between every particle in the universe, 

every action has an effect on the whole. 

Our every thought (good or ill) has a physical effect 

not only upon ourselves but upon humanity’s shared consciousness. 

This is the reality of Saint Paul’s 

warning that the sin is the thought....The 

same applies to filling our mind with any 

sort of suggestion...Even if we don’t act 

on the temptations they raise, the temptations 

themselves affect the general health of our 

individual and shared consciousness. (Zohar 196) 

She says further that "There is no end to the chain of 

influence that follows from my decision. I am responsible for 

the world because I help to make the world" (198). This echoes 

Erich Heller: "Be careful how you interpret the world; it is 

like that" (McFague 181).  
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A frightening thought. Yet also an exhilarating one! Think 

of the potential! It is true that the violence and hopelessness 

of the world affects us all, if not first-hand then certainly in 

our own psyche and spirit. But then it is equally as true that 

all the hope-filled efforts of many good people also challenge us 

to do the same. Quantum physics gives us the scientific 

explanation that people of faith have long held as true. Prayer 

can change the world. 

Conclusion 

This paper has been an attempt to justify and mobilize 

Dominican (and subsequently, everyone’s) involvement in matters 

of eco-justice. The Church and the Dominican Order’s early 

history provide a rich heritage for our understanding that all 

creation is an expression of God. 

Sallie McFague says it far more powerfully and beautifully 

than I in her book The Body of God. She reminds us that any 

image we have of God can only be a metaphor. We have turned our 

image of God into a definition, and that definition is based upon 

the rationalistic, mechanistic worldview given to us during the 

Enlightenment. It is time, says McFague, to reclaim the classic 

organic model of God that sees the universe as God’s body, the 

expression of a God whose love is so great it spills over in 

extravagant and lavish creativity. That model is coming to us 

again (unfortunately) not from the churches, but from science. 

As ‘science and religion begin to repair their long-standing 

breach through earnest and open dialogue (and these meetings are  
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happening all over the country), we can all hope they model what 

the universe teaches us...interdependence and interrelatedness. 

The Church has always excelled in telling the story of our faith. 

Science now gives us more of the facts than we ever knew 

previously in history. It is time that both share the common 

story in a way that is relevant to this century and mobilizes us 

for appropriate action. 

Quantum physics no longer defines the universe as built upon 

matter. Rather, it now recognizes that our universe exists as a 

set of relationships. We can no longer continue to look upon the 

Earth as an object. Our relationship to her must be as subject 

to subject, based upon our firm belief that all subjects (animate 

or non) are imbued with the love and presence of God. Those of 

us who consume far too much must make some uncomfortable and 

inconvenient choices to live more within the means of a planet 

whose gifts, meant for all, are limited. Our Christian 

principles demand that we share these gifts so all may live in 

health, in peace, and in security. "All" includes every 

inhabitant of the Earth Community. Again, calling upon Sallie 

McFague, we must "abide by three main rules: take only your 

share, clean up after yourselves, and keep the house in good 

repair for future occupants" (McFague 122). 

Discussion 

Four themes of the Earth Literacy Master’s Program come 

directly to mind: systems, a sense of place, sustainability, and 

justice. The foregoing paper weaves in and through each of them.  
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The systems aspect refers to the interrelationship of all 

scientific and natural systems on Earth: the atmosphere, 

hydrosphere, lithosphere, and the biosphere, of which the latter 

includes all human and other-than-human communities. No one 

thing in this universe acts autonomously. Every single entity 

has some effect on every other entity. In fact, at an atomic 

level, we continually exchange atoms with one another, all of 

which came from the original stardust that eventually formed our 

Earth. We literally are one another! Since that is so, 

dualistic, divisive, and exclusive thinking has no place in our 

culture and in the way we relate to every other subject in the 

Earth community. Reclaiming our image of an immanent God bound 

up with everything on this planet must become our metaphor for 

systemic living. 

This planet is our home. It is the stuff of which we are 

made, and it is the larger body that will welcome us back when we 

die, only to resurrect us again. We belong here. And that does 

not deny we belong to God, for the Earth is God’s, the Earth is 

an expression of the God for whom we long. Until we recognize 

the Earth as home, we will continue to feel alone and alienated, 

waiting to rid ourselves of a burdensome body while longing for 

the heaven we believe will make us "whole." Until we recognize 

Earth as the home that nurtures and nourishes us, we will 

continue to despoil, devour, foul, and desecrate her with no 

realization we are doing the same to ourselves. 

This paper has attempted to provide a Christian premise for 

sustainable living. Sustainable lifestyles for all Earth’s  
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inhabitants is the praxis, the practical outcome, of living as 

though we believed the Earth to be the body of God. 

A demanding and unrelenting cry for justice resounds from 

every creature, from every ecosystem of the Earth. Giving each 

of Earth’s subjects its rightful due is foundational to Christian 

living. Christ’s adamant and continual challenge to his 

followers is to be about the work of justice. He preached it. 

He lived it. It is the heart of the Gospel message. It must not 

be ignored, rationalized, or denied. To do so is the ultimate 

betrayal. 
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Project Outcome 

Purpose 

This project is intended for presentations to members of the 
Dominican family: men and women religious, associates, and laity. 
It can be readily modified for presentation to any group. 

Format 

This works best within the context of presentation, 
reflection, and discussion. However, it can be readily adapted 
to a study day or a reflective weekend. 

Suggested Format 

1 hour Presentation 

10 minutes Time for quiet reflection 

15 minutes Break 

1/2 hour If time allows, ask the large group to 
break into small groups for discussion. At 
the end of the allotted time, gather the 
large group back together for sharing of 
insights or specific points the small groups 
wish to share. If there is not sufficient 
time for small group discussion, engage the 
large group in one discussion. : 

To begin discussion, utilize the following, 
if needed: 

1) What did you hear that struck a particular 
chord within you? Did anything make sense 
to you? Did anything seem outrageous? 

2) Was anything said that was new to you or 
to your understanding of the human within 
the context of creation? 

3) What worldview colors your vision of 
creation? 

What personal challenge is yours in regard 
to understanding your relationship to the 
world?  
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5) What hopeful, positive things can we do in 
the face of what seems so overwhelming? 

End the time of discussion with the challenge 
to each individual to commit to some action, 
some new mode of thinking, some prayer or 
study, or some small change in habit or 
lifestyle to begin the process of inner 
conversion. 
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Reflective Essay - What Sustains My Efforts to Preach the 

Message? 

Of the several ministries I have engaged in during my thirty 

years as a Springfield Dominican, I have the most passion around 

this ministry of living and preaching a right relationship with 

the Earth community. I am sustained in several ways. 

First is in the way I choose to live. I live on 109 acres 

of green space and am actively engaged on a daily basis with all 

there is to do to move our Ten Year Plan forward: planning and 

assisting in the greenhouse and organic gardens, preparing for 

the arrival of our chickens and llamas, maintaining the walking 

trails through the pasturelands, planning for ecology and 

ecospirituality programs and special events. 

I live in a community of three, and we often hold 

discussions about doing things more simply, more naturally, with 

less technology. We prepare our meals carefully, with little 

processed foods, and buy organically when we can. 

Second is in my own prayer. I am sustained by the time for 

quiet and for contemplation. The material I choose for spiritual 

reading feeds my soul as well as my knowledge. I am an avid 

reader, and the hundreds of books and articles I have read are 

helping me change my worldview and my lifestyle. 

Third is my involvement in committees and other 

organizations that have the same passion as I. I am a member of 

Sisters of Earth, an international group of women committed to  
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fostering sustainability. I am a member of the Ecology (Eco- 

Justice) Committee of the Dominican Alliance, a group of eight 

Dominican congregations committed to working more closely 

together. 

Visiting many other religious congregations’ ecology 

projects has given me a wide range of contacts, all of whom give 

me support and hope. Any time I share resources or conversation, 

I feel the adrenaline. I have also just begun a monthly study 

group that will be another source of nourishment and growth. 

Fourth is my availability for presentations. I have 

presented days of recollection, study days, evening sessions with 

parish groups and religious congregations. Preparing for these 

always re-immerses me in the passion of the universe and 

strengthens my commitment to be part of the solution. 

No matter the strength of the passion, it is often difficult 

to sustain it day by day. I would feel the loss of any one of 

the above. However, it is easy to allow them to become "part of 

the working routine." Perhaps my biggest challenge is to impart 

my excitement to those with whom I daily work and live, and to 

enable them to see the possibility of new life that is ours when 

we really understand who we are and what we must be about. 

 


