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Introduction 

My time in the Master of Arts Program in Earth Literacy at Saint-Mary-of-the- 

Woods College has been one of considerable growth both academically and spiritually. 

During this time, the book “An Amazing Journey! The Universe and Me”, produced by 

Global Education Associates, helped me to relate the Universe Story to my Christian 

faith. This book contains a wealth of writings by numerous authors on this topic, but is 

not one that would be read by the average person. Therefore, I decided to develop a 

weekend workshop/retreat model, which would synthesize the main ideas found in this 

book. It 1s meant to help mainstream people of faith develop a spirituality that includes 

ecological concerns and new scientific understanding. 

The outcomes of such a retreat would be to: 1) help people connect current 

scientific understandings of the universe with their spiritual life, ii) give people 

opportunities to connect with nature that are healing and hopeful, and iii) offer avenues 

for putting this newfound ecological Christianity into action. 

Similar retreats or workshops are currently available at Springbank Retreat in 

South Carolina (Eco-Spirituality and the Arts), White Violet Center in Indiana (Eco- 

justice and Earth Ministry), and River’s Edge Retreat Center in Cleveland, Ohio. 

Potential local places to present such a retreat would be Fatima Retreat Centre 

(Indianapolis), Michaela Farm (Oldenburg, IN), While Violet Centre (Saint-Mary-of-the- 

Woods, IN), St. Luke’s United Methodist Church (Indianapolis), and various Catholic 

Churches in Indianapolis.  
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Outline: 2 nights/3days 

Friday evening 

* Welcome and Opening Ritual 

* Role of Story 

* Nature’s Story (Photography Slideshow) 

Saturday morning 

* The Universe Story 

e (Cosmic Walk 

Saturday afternoon Afternoon 

* Three Primal Principles 

* Developing an Ecological Spirituality 

Saturday evening 

* Celebrate the Story Dinner (Optional) 

Sunday morning 

* Impact of the Story... Where Do We Go From Here? 

* Mass (Optional) Mass (Optional)  
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Friday Evening 

Welcome & Opening Ritual (7 p.m. — 7:30 p.m.) 

We begin by welcoming participants, thanking our hosts, and introducing the 

retreat presenter and overall theme. What do we mean by “ Developing an ecological 

spirituality?” For me, it means recognizing that concerns for the earth and all of creation 

have moral and spiritual implications. It means acknowledging God’s presence in and 

through all of creation and realizing that changes in how we treat the earth will not 

happen until our hearts and souls are engaged. 

We continue with introductions at our tables. Each person will share why they 

came to this retreat and what they hope to leave with. One person from each table lights 

the candle at their table. The retreat presenter lights the candle at the speaker’s table. A 

volunteer is asked to read the opening prayer or poem or song, i.e. Wild Geese by Mary 

Oliver (See Appendix A). 

The retreat presenter then goes over ground rules for the weekend, explaining that 

these are meant so that each participant will get maximum benefit from the retreat. 

* Seek first to understand. Be an active listener. Ask questions to clarify any 

misunderstandings. 

Be open to the Spirit. Feel what is being said. Don’t just take it in mentally. 

Participate. Be personal, not a problem-solver. 

Remember that consensus is not a goal. Disagreements are expected. 

Take time for silence, prayer, and journaling.  
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Each person will be given a picture of nature and an accompanying quote that will 

be for their personal reflection over the weekend (See included CD). Each group has been 

given one reading that will be homework for Saturday evening. The assigned reading will 

be found in each person’s folder and you will be reminded to read it when the time 

comes. 

One of the topics discussed this weekend will be the current scientific 

understanding of evolution. The definition of evolution also applies to the retreat / 

workshop process itself, that is, it is a process of formation or growth, in which 

something passes to a different stage, hopefully to a more advanced or mature stage. I 

have seen this happen so many times when people come together in openness to each 

other and the Spirit. Something magical happens, and the result is so much bigger than 

expected. So, enjoy! Be surprised! 

“The real point of all of this is not the science, but the contemplation of it, the integration, 

and the transformation of consciousness. What does the science mean, and what is its 

significance for the way we live? How does a contemplative response to the Universe 

story respond to the crises and challenges of our day?” 

Judy Cannato (Online Newsletter) 

"Transformation” really means a change in the way you see the world - and a shift in how 

you see yourself. It's not simply a change in your point of view, but rather a whole 

different perception of what's possible. It's the capacity to expand your worldview so that  
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you can appreciate different perspectives, so that you can hold multiple perspectives 

simultaneously. You're not just moving around from one point of view to another, you're 

really expanding your awareness to encompass more possibilities." — Frances Vaughan 

(from Judy Cannato’s online newsletter) 

The retreat presenter then reviews the outline for the weekend. 

The Role of Story (7:30 p.m. — 9:00 p.m.) 

This evening we are going to start by taking a trip down memory lane. I think it’s 

safe to say that most of us grew up listening to stories. We sometimes don’t realize how 

important stories are to our very existence. They form a foundation for our very lives. 

There are the stories our parents told us about when they were young, which we 

could hardly imagine them being. There are the stories of our ancestors, without whom 

we would not be here. There are the stories from history that formed the world and the 

country that we live in. Then, there are make-believe stories, the ones that fed our 

imaginations, the ones that we asked to hear over and over again. What is it about stories 

that we love so much? 

According to Loyal Rue (22), “A story is a narrative of connected events that is 

meant to express an adequate account of the way things are in the real world.” And 

James Conlon (S1, 4) writes, “Stories provide a pattern of meaning, coherence and 

unity.” Are stories fundamental to human existence? Obviously, humans are the first 

species to tell stories with words and every human community has developed its own  
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storytelling traditions. Stories have been a way of passing on wisdom and guidance to 

younger generations. Stories connect us to the past and they help us to imagine the future. 

Stories also help us to connect with each other. Who has not felt closer to another 

person after hearing their story? Some of my closest friendships are a result of becoming 

vulnerable and sharing our not so wonderful stories with each other. One thing I have 

learned in my life is that everyone has a story. No one’s life is perfect and we have more 

in common than we imagine. We are not alone in our struggles, our hopes and our 

dreams. It is through our stories that we reveal who we are. (Conlon, S1, 4) 

Here is a story from my past. My great-grandfather grew grapes (lots of them) in 

the Niagara Peninsula of Ontario between Lake Ontario and Lake Erie and he sold them 

to a local grape juice manufacturer. His son, my grandfather, always had a large 

vegetable and fruit garden. I have vivid memories of visiting both of these men and 

picking grapes, husking corn, or shelling peas. I have a very sensual memory of eating a 

tomato like an apple, by licking it, then shaking salt on the spot where I licked and then 

taking a huge bite out of it. To me, that was heaven! I think that this contributed to my 

love of fresh fruits and vegetables and it gave me a connection to the land and where food 

comes from. 

Stories are about real experiences, and often shared experiences. They not only 

help us to understand each other better, they help us to discover what we value. They help 

us to discover our history, our meaning, our purpose, and our roots. (Conlon, S1, 4)  
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Interaction — 20 minutes 

1. Take ten minutes and recall one significant event in your life that helped shape who 

you are, and how you live your life. Write a paragraph about it in your journal and then 

share the story with the person sitting next to you. 

2. When you hear the other person’s story, think about the following questions: 

Did the story surprise you in any way coming from that person? 

Do you feel like you know a little more about this person now? 

Did it provoke any common element from your own experience? 

Your story reveals a piece of your true identity. It determines the way you see the 

world. Everyone’s story is unique, yet there will usually be some common element to the 

experience or something about it that provokes compassion. By hearing another’s story, 

one comes to a better understanding of why the person thinks the way they do, that is, 

their worldview. When we tell or hear a story, two things happen: We are invited inside 

someone’s life, and we also open up to receive the other. (Conlon, S1, 4) 

Myths — Stories of Meaning 

Bill Moyers and Joseph Campbell are two of the preeminent writers on myths 

today. Moyers says, “Myths are stories of our search through the ages for truth, for 

meaning, for significance. We need for life to signify, to touch the eternal, to understand 

the mysterious, to find out who we are.” (Moyers, S1, 7) According to Campbell (S1, 8), 

myth serves four functions: the first is realizing what a wonder the universe is, and all 

creation within it, and experiencing the awe that goes along with that. The second is the  
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story of how things came to be, which is usually the job of science, and this story is 

changing as we continually make new discoveries. The third has to do with sociology or 

validating a certain social order and this can vary dramatically over different times and 

places. The fourth and most important to Campbell is how to be human under any 

circumstances, or in any time or place. 

Myths are really stories of the spirit. All of humanity throughout the ages shares 

this same spirit so experiences from the past can resonate with us today through that 

spirit. Myths are clues to the potentialities of human life. (Campbell, S1, 8) There are 

myths about animals, and about the earth, and about the heavens. “Myth opens the world 

to the dimension of mystery, to the realization of the mystery that underlies all forms. If 

mystery is manifest through all things, the universe becomes, as it were, a holy picture.” 

(Campbell, S1, 8) 

Rachel Naomi Remen, physician and author, told a story on the radio program 

“Speaking of Faith”, that was told to her by her grandfather, an orthodox Rabbi, the story 

of the birthday of the world. The host of the program and interviewer was Krista Tippett. 

Dr. Remen: This was my fourth birthday present, this story. In the beginning there 

was only the holy darkness, the Ein Sof, the source of life. And then, in the course of 

history, at a moment in time, this world, the world of a thousand thousand things, 

emerged from the heart of the holy darkness as a great ray of light. And then, perhaps 

because this is a Jewish story, there was an accident, and the vessels containing the light 

of the world, the wholeness of the world, broke. And the wholeness of the world, the light 

of the world was scattered into a thousand thousand fragments of light, and they fell into 

all events and all people, where they remain deeply hidden until this very day.  
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Now, according to my grandfather, the whole human race is a response to this 

accident. We are here because we are born with the capacity to find the hidden light in all 

events and all people, to lift it up and make it visible once again and thereby to restore the 

innate wholeness of the world. It's a very important story for our times. And this task is 

called tikkun olam in Hebrew. It's the restoration of the world. 

And this is, of course, a collective task. It involves all people who have ever been 

born, all people presently alive, all people yet to be born. We are all healers of the world. 

And that story opens a sense of possibility. It's not about healing the world by making a 

huge difference. It's about healing the world that touches you, that's around you. 

It's a very old story, comes from the 14th century, and it's a different way of 

looking at our power. And I suspect it has a key for us in our present situation, a very 

important key. I'm not a person who is a political person in the usual sense of that word, 

but I think that we all feel that we're not enough to make a difference, that we need to be 

more somehow, either wealthier or more educated or somehow or other different than the 

people we are. And according to this story, we are exactly what are needed. And to just 

wonder about that a little, what if we were exactly what are needed? What then? How 

would I live if I was exactly what's needed to heal the world? 

Ms. Tippett: My son, who's seven, I told him this story about the beginning of the 

universe and, you know, about the sparks and the holy flying out. And he just listened to 

me so raptly, and he said, "I like that." 

Dr. Remen: I was told this story; let's see, 63 years ago. And my response to it 

was exactly the same. And that's very important about stories. They touch something that 

is human in us and is probably unchanging. Perhaps this is why, you know, parables —  
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the important knowledge is passed through stories. It's what holds a culture together. 

Culture has a story, and every person in it participates in that story. And so story, and not 

facts, are the way the world is made up. The world is made up of stories; it's not made up 

of facts. 

Interaction — 15 minutes 

Have someone in your group read the story aloud again. 

1. What words or phrases struck an emotional chord with you when hearing this story and 

why? 

2. How would you live differently if you were exactly what was needed to heal the 

world? 

Journal for five minutes about your responses to these questions. Share your responses 

with your group. 

Cultural Stories 

We often think of our “culture” as something outside of ourselves that is 

unchangeable. A culture is a coherent entity to the extent that its members share common 

ideas about how things are in the world and which things matter for human existence. 

(Rue, 22) Yet, culture is determined by what we decide to believe and one strategy for 

cultural change is telling stories. According to Conlon (S1, 5), “Wherever liberating 

action is happening, stories are being told.” 

The formation and consequences of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 

South Africa, which began in 1990, is considered somewhat of a miracle (Storey). There  
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might not be a united South Africa today without it. South Africa President F.W. de 

Klerk had already begun talks with African National Congress leader Nelson Mandela. 

Religious leaders, human rights lawyers, and members of other organizations were 

meeting to address the problems of South Africa’s past and agreed that their country 

would never be united until the violent history of the apartheid years had been honestly 

acknowledged. Before that, the apartheid rulers admitted only that it “was a well- 

intentioned policy that had failed.” Desmond Tutu stated, “It’s very difficult to wake up 

someone who is pretending to be asleep.” (Storey) Tutu was selected as the chair of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, whose task was “both to remember and judge — 

and forgive.” The uniqueness of this commission was that it gave voice to the victims of 

the violence and honored them by going to them to hear their stories. Initially, the stories 

were angrily denied but after hundreds of stories of atrocities were told and the grief was 

palpable, “a picture of deliberate state terrorism emerged.” (Storey) Victims seem to 

benefit from telling their stores and being heard. Through this process, South Africans 

have been able to come to a shared view of the past and this has contributed to the 

transition to a democratic government. (Storey) 

Stories can also be told through images. It is often said that a picture is worth a 

thousand words. Today, via the Internet and television we can actually see the lives of 

people around the world and come to a better understanding of how they may be 

suffering. Our hearts reach out to them. For example, David Sleppy, a parishioner at my 

church, St. Monica in Indianapolis, just published a photographic book about homeless 

people, called “No One Sees Me”, based on his experiences encountering homeless 

people in Indianapolis and across the country.  
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The Story of Nature 

Each of us is a part of a story within a bigger story within a bigger story. For 

example, my daughter’s story is part of both my story and my husband’s story. The story 

of our family is likewise part of stories larger than our own: the story of our town, our 

state, our nation, our Earth, our Universe. (Dowd, S1, 6) 

Every story is affected by the stories it is connected to, whether larger or smaller. 

My husband and I moved from Canada to the United States when my daughter was very 

young, which has affected her story. If the country goes into a recession, my community 

and many people in it will be affected. Tragedies are often looked at in terms of the larger 

stories. A soldier dying in the line of duty for his or her country is given meaning in the 

larger perspective. 

We said earlier that cultural stories talk about how things are and which things 

matter. In the context of the biggest story of all, how the universe came to be, science 

gives us cosmology or how things ultimately are and religion or morality tells us which 

things ultimately matter. The last several hundred years have seen a split between science 

and religion, and, at the same time advances in science like never before in history. We 

are at a critical time, where these two areas of our life are out of sync and we need to start 

bringing them together. 

Cultural stories, however, are difficult to change because they are usually 

entrenched by systems that support them, such as philosophical or theological thought, 

educational and governmental institutions, rituals, traditions, and art. History shows that a 

coincidence of many events, or a tipping point, can begin to transform a culture, such as 

what is happening now with the environmental or ‘green’ movement.  
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The cosmology of the Bible has strongly influenced our Western thinking, 

especially with regard to our relationship to nature. (Dowd, S1, 10) We humans think of 

God as transcendent or outside of this world. We think of ourselves as separate and 

superior to nature. We think of the things of the world as, well, “worldly.” We will be 

exploring later this weekend how these worldviews may have contributed to the 

ecological degradation of the earth we are now experiencing. 

Three hundred years ago, scientific views held that the universe was like a great 

machine. Today, the universe is seen as an “evolving, maturing organism — a living 

system — which has been developing for 15 billion years and becoming increasingly 

complex and diversified.” (Dowd, S1, 11) Humans are a recent part of this evolutionary 

process, with the added quality of consciousness. Through humans, the universe can now 

reflect on its beauty. Brian Swimme beautifully says, “The planet Earth, once molten 

rock, now sings opera.” (Dowd, TGFE 121) 

The whole story of evolution, the ongoing creation of galaxies, stars, and planets, 

and everything they contain, is a story like no other. It is a story that remains a mystery, 

yet we intuitively feel has a divine purpose. It is a story that is still unfolding. (De 

Quincy, S1, 13) This story is an epic unlike any other. By knowing this story, we can 

reconnect with the natural world; by knowing this story we can more easily recognize the 

sacredness of nature. 

Many of the most revered writers and thinkers on spirituality and the environment 

have had mystical experiences of oneness with the natural world. Mechthild of 

Magdeburg, a medieval mystic from England, described the day of her spiritual 

awakening as “the day on which she saw God in all things and all things in God.”  
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(Nerney) Thomas Merton, a Trappist Monk, has a very well known story about being on 

the corner of a busy intersection in Louisville, Kentucky and suddenly feeling an 

overwhelming sense of love and connection with every person around him. Thomas 

Berry, Passionist Priest, had an experience in a meadow at the age of 11 in Greensboro, 

North Carolina. 

“It was not only the lilies,” he says. “It was the singing of the crickets and the 

woodlands in the distance and the clouds in the clear sky... This early experience 

has remained with me ever since as the basic determinant of my sense of reality 

and values. Whatever fosters this meadow is good. What does harm to this 

meadow is not good. “ By extension, he says, “a good economic, or political, or 

educational system is one that would preserve that meadow and a good religion 

would reveal the deeper experience of that meadow and how it came into being.” 

Berry reflects, “It was a wonder world that I have carried in my unconscious and 

that has evolved all my thinking.” (Heffern) 

Astronauts, viewing earth from space, have also given us glimpses of divinity 

through their experiences in space. Show Earth from Space Photo 

(http://visibleearth.nasa.gov/view_rec.php?id=2429) Here are a couple of their quotes. 

“The Earth reminded us of a Christmas tree ornament hanging in the blackness of 

space. As we got farther and farther away it diminished in size. Finally it shrank to the 

size of a marble, the most beautiful marble you can imagine. That beautiful, warm, living 

object looked so fragile, so delicate, that if you touched it with a finger it would crumble 

and fall apart. Seeing this has to change a man, has to make a man appreciate the creation 

of God and the love of God.”- James Irwin, USA  
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“Suddenly, from behind the rim of the moon, in long, slow-motion moments of 

immense majesty, there emerges a sparkling blue and white jewel, a light, delicate sky- 

blue sphere laced with slowly swirling veils of white, rising gradually like a small pearl 

in a thick sea of black mystery. It takes more than a moment to fully realize this is Earth . 

.. home. My view of our planet was a glimpse of divinity.”- Edgar Mitchell, USA 

Closing 

I spent the year 2007 taking one photograph a day of my hometown of 

Indianapolis, trying to discover the sense of quality and sacredness in the place where I 

live. The video I am about to show is a sampling of what I experienced over that year. 

The first few photographs are Hubble photographs from space, beginning with ancient 

dwarf stars from the beginning of time. Show “Heaven Is Here” Video (See CD 

included). 

Homework: Take a 15-minute beauty walk in the morning. Journal about the experience 

before coming to the morning session. 
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Saturday Morning 

The Universe Story (9 a.m. — 10 a.m.) 

We begin this morning by lighting the candles on our tables and then one person 

from each table is invited to read aloud a section from “On the Pulse of Morning” by 

Maya Angelou (Appendix B). We continue by sharing the experiences of our morning 

walks around each table. What did you notice? What feelings arose as you walked? What 

did you write in your journal that you would like to share? 

Last night we discussed the role of stories in our lives and today we are going to 

discuss the biggest story of all — the story of how the universe came to be. Our 

understanding of this story has changed over the many years of human history and our 

goal today will be to create an origin story that is in line with current scientific 

understanding and spirituality. Today’s understanding of the universe is of “an 

expanding, developing whole — an evolving, increasingly aware, creative living system.” 

(Dowd, Great Story Perspective) 

But first, let’s go back two thousand years. According to Abrams and Primack, in 

Biblical times, people thought that the blue sky was actually water, held up by a hard, 

transparent dome, the firmament, which covered the entire, flat Earth. In Genesis, the 

dome was created on the second day (New American Bible, Genesis 1,6-8). 
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Heavenly Seat of the Diviewty 

WATERS 
ABOVE THE FIRMAMENT ™ 

Saar 

THE WORLD OF THE HEBREWS 
  

In the Middle Ages, the Earth was thought of as a round, celestial object that was 

the center of the Universe. The Universe was a set of nested spheres. Each sphere 

contained a planet, the moon, or the sun and heaven was immediately outside the most 

distant sphere, which carried the fixed stars. Hierarchies in the church, family, and 

nobility operated in a similar way. 

In the 17™ Century, Galileo upset prevailing worldviews by saying that Earth was 

not the center of the universe. This and the work of Descartes and others began the split 

between science and religion, the human and the natural world. This new picture was of 

vast, endless space with stars scattered throughout. It was frightening to some because it 

seemed to have no place for God in the origin of the universe. Darwin’s theory of 

evolution and natural selection also appeared to confirm this thought. 

Today we know so much more about the story of the universe and its beginnings, 

yet the story has little connection to mainstream religions except as a way to praise the 

Creator. Would a new origin story that sees the whole evolutionary process as a sacred  
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unfolding impact the way humans behave? Could this be a way to bring humans together 

in peace? Are we even ready for such a story? Many people in the U.S. have not absorbed 

the discovery one hundred years ago of the age and size of the universe. A 2006 study in 

Science magazine showed that, in the U.S., “fully one-third of adults believe that 

evolution is false, and only 14% acknowledge it as definitely true.” (Miller) It is not up to 

scientists to make the connections between science and religion. It is up to scholars, 

artists, and others to interpret the human meaning in this new scientific picture. 

The New Story 

Just imagine. One hundred and ten years ago, people did not know that there was 

more than our one Milky Way galaxy. Now we know that there could be hundreds of 

billions of galaxies, beyond our realm of comprehension. People did not know that 

gravity was a function of space and time or how atoms and stars work. They did not 

know that continents move, or that genetic information is stored in DNA. The most 

significant change is that we no longer speak of the cosmos in a fixed sense, but rather, 

we speak of cosmogenesis, the ongoing evolution of the cosmos. We are still trying to 

figure out the meaning of all of the new information that has come to our understanding 

in the last century. 
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What we know now can be divided into these three themes: (Colebrook, The New 

Universe Story) 

1. The Universe is Evolving. 

The world and the universe are not static, that is, they are evolving over time. The 

Universe is approximately 14 billion years old, the Earth 4.5 billion years old, with 

modern humans appearing about 150,000 years ago. It took 2 billion years to create an 

environment on earth where humans could survive. Our emergence was contingent upon 

what went on before and we are an integral part of the story of the Universe. Humanity’s 

niche in the evolutionary story is self-reflective awareness and the development of 

language. Descartes called this mind/body dualism. 

2. The Universe is Self-Creating and Self-Organizing through principles such as natural 

selection and cooperation. 

Creativity implies a dependence on what came before, but also the emergence of 

something new and unpredictable, a step into the unknown. Creativity is the emergence 

of order out of chaos, quite spontaneously. The emergence of order out of chaos usually 

occurs when a system is quite far from equilibrium, or “at the edge of chaos.” 

3. The Universe is Relational. 

In this self-organizing universe, all properties are relational. Everything is 

relational because everything is contingent. The Universe Story is one of ever-greater 

differentiation into ever more autonomous forms and structures. Yet these autonomous 

forms are only themselves when they lend their aspects to the environment in which they 

find themselves. Complexity is essential, not accidental. Completely closed systems shut  
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themselves off from their surroundings and can play no further part in the creative 

Process. 

The Universe Story versus Intelligent Design 

The traditional way in which a natural spirituality has been expressed is in the 

form of the argument of “Intelligent Design”. This states that since the universe is so 

amazing and intricate, it must have been the creation of a divine being that sustains and 

guides it. But, as science continues to uncover new discoveries all the time, for example, 

the recent realization of the evolving, self-creative and self-organizing nature of the 

universe, and new understandings of deep space and deep time, our creation stories also 

need to be reassessed. 

Intelligent design presumes that the world was a created object rather than an 

ongoing, “divinely creative reality.” It also presumes an otherworldly designer, failing to 

take into account the self-corrective nature of the evolutionary process. Intelligent design 

also claims God as the one who fills in the “gaps” that can’t yet be explained by science. 

On the other hand, evolutionary theology, which is a worldview, and evolutionary 

spirituality, which is a practice, are grounded in current scientific knowledge. (Dowd, 

TGFE faq) 

Large Group Discussion (10 a.m. — 10:15 a.m.) 

How do you reconcile current scientific understanding with your faith? 

Take a 5- minute break, and then meet outside for “Walking the Sacred Story.”  
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Walking the Sacred Story (Colebrook) (10:20 a.m. — 11:20 a.m.) 

Relating the story of the Universe in words is almost beyond our comprehension, 

so today we are going to try to demonstrate the formations of galaxies, stars, and planets 

through a walking experience. This walk will symbolically retrace the story of the 

Universe from its emergence 14 billion years ago to today. The purpose of this will be 

three-fold. First, we will rediscover a sense of awe and wonder for the time and space 

aspects of the Universe. Second, we will realize our connection to the whole evolutionary 

process. And third, we will see our special ability to reflect on this story and the 

responsibility that holds for us. Like all stories, this should result in feelings of reverence, 

humility, delight, and love. Most amazingly, it is a story for all humans, all species on 

this planet, that transcends cultures, religions, and races. 

Here is one way of looking at the story over a 100-year period, provided by 

Michael Dowd. If the big bang is at one second after midnight on January 1%, year 1, our 

species, Homo sapiens, emerged 24 hours ago, at the beginning of the 365" day of the 

Universe's 99" year of existence. At no time did anyone come from the outside to put 

anything on the planet. Dowd, an evangelical minister, describes “God” as the inner 

Love, or incomprehensible Life, at the heart of the process; the Great Mystery revealed in 

and through the Universe. When Genesis 2:7 speaks of God forming us from the dust of 

the ground and breathing into us the breath of life, this is a poetic or mythological way of 

describing the evolutionary process. 

The Short Walk (200 m) — takes about 1 hour (Colebrook, pgs. 38-51) 

(Each step is 67 million years reducing to just 1 million years by the end.)  
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11:20 a.m. - 11:50 a.m. 

Spend 15 minutes journaling about the experience and another 15 minutes discussing 

in your group. 

11:50 a.m. - 12:00 p.m. 

End with poem “Epic of Evolution” by Loyal Rue (See Appendix C) 

All of this (and much more) is what matter has done as systems upon systems 

have emerged over the past 15 billion years of natural history. The epic of evolution is 

the biggest of all pictures, the narrative context for all our thinking about who we are, 

where we have come from, and how we should live, It is the ultimate account of how 

things are, and it is therefore the essential foundation for discourse about which things 

matter. 

What does it give us in the way of hope? 

1. A sense of wonder — The universe is so awesome and so mysterious, it can make our 

mundane cares fall away. It can also make us feel small. Yet we are a universe unto 

ourselves, a world within a world. 

2. A sense of solidarity — Every living being on the planet shares a common heritage. Plus 

you are made of the stuff of stars billions of years old. 

3. A sense of gratitude — Every human being needs a sense of gratitude for the life we 

have and a way to express that gratitude. 

To know the 15 billion year old process that has blessed us with the lives we have 

is to love it. And to love it is to serve it in whatever measure we are able.  
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Saturday Afternoon (1 p.m. — 2:30 p.m.) 

The ultimate aim of the universe 

is a fullness of differentiation 

the deepest subjectivity 

the most intimate communion (Swimme, S3, 2) 

This is the fundamental ordering of the universe. 

Differentiation 

No two snowflakes are alike. According to Nash (S3, 5), “The urge to diversity is 

one of the driving forces of the universe.” Since the first creation, the universe has 

become increasingly diverse and complex, except that we humans, with our ways of 

living, are now reversing that trend. 

Whatever power created the galaxies, the planets, and the stars also created us. 

We are each given one individual life to lead and a purpose to fulfill. It is our primary 

responsibility to figure out what that purpose is and to make it happen. In the 1200’s, 

Thomas Aquinas said, “God cannot communicate God’s self totally to any one being, and 

so creates an array of beings so that the perfection lacking in one would be supplied by 

the other, and the total universe of things would manifest and participate in the Divine 

more than any single being.” (Nash, S3, 6) 
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Discerning Your Calling Exercise (From Thank God for Evolution, 163) — 20 minutes 

Handout: Piece of paper with three columns (See Appendix D) 

Breathe deeply, paying attention to your body and focusing on your heart. 

Notice, rather than think. 

Bring to mind those activities, creative projects, passions, or interests that bring 

you lasting joy and deep satisfaction. Think also about times when you have offered a 

helping hand or contributed to others or to your community in ways that made you feel 

great. What do you love doing, what lights you up, what astonishes you, gives you 

energy, or ignites your imagination? Include what you’re good at and what others say 

you’re good at. Write these in the first column under “My Joys.” 

When this feels complete, close your eyes, breathe deeply again, and ask yourself, 

“Where do I hurt over what is happening to others — what is happening to my community 

or my world? What troubles me or causes my heart to ache? Where do I get angry or 

frustrated or depressed about what’s going on around me? What causes my heart to open 

with compassion?” Write these things in the third column under “World’s Needs.” 

Keep these lists handy and add to them over the next few days. Periodically 

revisiting these lists is a spiritual practice that can last forever. At some point, guided by 

your heart and in a contemplative state, try to creatively match the two columns. What 

are some possible connections, practical or crazy, between the two columns? Where do 

my greatest joys and the world’s needs intersect? Begin to list these intersections in the 

middle column. You could draw diagonals between likely possibilities. Don’t censor 

anything. Prayerfully imagine the possibilities.  
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This exercise may help give you some direction towards your mission, your 

calling, and your vocation in life. When you feel the energy of something bubbling up, 

try to articulate it in a single sentence — your mission statement (for today, anyways. It, 

too, will evolve.) Begin to take steps to make it happen. This process is a way of co- 

creating your purpose with God, rather than waiting for that purpose to be revealed to 

you. Most likely, it has already been revealed, you just haven’t put two and two together 

yet. According to Dowd, co-creating means “being guided by your heart, noticing, 

listening to what life’s circumstances are whispering, and then making it up — all the 

while trusting the Universe, having faith in God.” (Dowd 166) 

Subjectivity 

Thomas Berry says that the universe is a communion of subjects, not a collection 

of objects. Subjectivity is the interior dimension of things. Everything has an inside 

presence and an outside presence, and the inside is mostly hidden. 

Brian Swimme uses quantum physics to help us understand this. “The basic 

understanding of Newtonian physics is that light bounces off a rock into your eyes. This 

isn’t exactly what is taking place. The photon of light interacts with the electron of the 

rock and an entirely new photon is given off. The rock absorbs the sun’s light into itself 

and then expresses itself, gives off its own rock-light. The photon is the self-disclosure of 

the rock.” (Swimme, S3, 6) 

Our relationships with someone or something are totally dependent on the self- 

disclosure of the other. Often, we miss these revelations. Swimme says that the task of 

subjectivity is the task of compassion. We look for the holiness in other humans. Native  
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peoples knew about this interiority. They could look at a stone and see a stone but also 

sense its spirit. St. Francis of Assisi spoke to animals with the greatest respect. Teilhard 

de Chardin spoke of matter as “the Divine Milieu.” St. Ignatius of Loyola could find 

“God in all things”. (Surette, S3, 7) 

Diminishing the things of Earth diminishes our Creator and us. This is a spiritual 

issue. How have we lost this idea of sacredness in all things? How can we get it back? 

Interaction — 10 minutes 

Think of a time when watching the moon, or a sunset, or a flower evoked feelings 

in you for a greater connection to the whole. Where did these feelings come from? Did 

you create these feelings? Or was it the interiority of the moon, or the sun, or the flower 

that evoked those feelings in you? Journal about this experience. 

Communion 

Communion is the complement of individuation. Relationships are the foundation 

of everything. Everything exists as part of the web of life. We are all members of one 

body. John Muir said this more than one hundred years ago, “When you try to take out 

anything by itself, you find it hitched to everything else in the universe.” 

(Swimme, S3, 8) 

However, our situation today is that the human species often forgets about their 

dependence upon the natural world for survival. Our world of technology, buildings, 

cities, shopping malls, and landfills, separate us from the natural world. We take from the 

earth and see ourselves as superior to it. We live for the moment, thinking that all of our  
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resources are infinite and are here for our use and control. We are now facing the 

consequences of this way of living with degraded landscapes, toxic environments, 

climate change, extinction of species and conflicts over scarce resources. 

Science over the last 150 years has shown us an evolutionary process that 

connects us intimately with all of creation over a 15 billion year history. We contain 

atoms made from the very first stars. We are the first species able to reflect on this history 

and we find ourselves at a critical moment of ecological crisis. The future depends on 

how we handle this crisis. 

Mary Southard finds it ironic that Jesus chose to remain with us as food, in 

communion! “This is my body, given for you.” She says, “Our lives are not about being 

fed. Our lives are about being communion, good nourishing food for the whole 

community of life. In the great web of life, everything we do enhances or diminishes 

everything else: our use of water, of paper, where it comes from and where it goes; our 

food, where it’s grown, preserved, packaged, transported; the toxins and non-renewable 

energies we use; how our cars and refrigerators affect ozone and atmosphere; how much 

waste we generate. Everything we do/use/buy matters!” (Southard, S3, 10) 

There is a law of quantum physics that says that energy of a certain speed or 

vibration tends to attract other energy of a similar vibration or speed. So, our actions, 

words, thoughts, feelings, and even dreams vibrate energies that make a difference. 

Southard calls this energy that creates and sustains everything, that draws each thing 

towards its fullest expression of itself, LOVE! She says, “The story of evolution is a love 

story.” For some reason, all of this reminds me of the Beatles, whose last line of the last  
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song of the last album they made was "In the end the love you take is equal to the love 

you make." 

Interaction — 15 minutes 

Each group will pick something from a basket found on their table (a leaf, flower, stone, 

branch, or a picture of a tree, star, animal, etc.) and reflect on its differentiation, 

subjectivity, and communion. Do you see it differently now? Experiment with this as you 

go about your days in the next few weeks. 

15 minute break 

Saturday Afternoon (2:45 p.m. — 4 p.m.) 

Developing an Ecological Spirituality 

The obligation of each generation of beings is to attend to the creativity inherent in the 

moment. There is no more central question a human can ask than, “What time is it?” 

What time is it in the universe” 

What time is it in the unfolding dynamics of the biophysical Earth? 

What time is it in the adventure of the human story? 

Thomas Berry ($4, 2) 

We are now going to bring up some images from the past, many of which we 

grew up with and which are not exactly in line with current scientific thinking. It is time 

to reform these images so that they are more in sync with what we know now. Our  
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subconscious thoughts and pictures influence us much more than we realize. New images 

should reflect the fact that we are part of an evolutionary process that has been spiritual 

from the very first fireball, and that we are part of an evolving, expanding, and creative 

universe in which everything is interrelated and interdependent. 

The old cosmology (see page 31) sees God as transcendent or outside of creation 

and humans as separate from and above the rest of nature. We see ourselves as living on 

a planet that we are stewards of. What is most important is our relationship to God and 

other human beings. Earth is just the stage where all of our drama is played out. Our 

whole culture, including our economic system, our laws, and our ethics function based 

upon this view. Morality and laws are mostly concerned with human behavior toward 

God and each other rather than treatment of Earth. That is why corporations can still, for 

the most part, legally poison the air, water, and soil, and forests and species can become 

extinct (because we take over their habitat). Notice that I am speaking in the present 

tense. This is because we basically still operate under this old cosmology. (Dowd, S4, 4) 

Pause: Take a moment and, with all honesty, jot down a few images that you were 

brought up with that are in line with this old cosmology and still influence your thinking. 

In this hierarchical view, God is seen as a Father. Until very recently, men were 

seen as superior to women and male children were more important than female children, 

animals were above plants, plants were above insects, worms and bacteria and at the 

bottom of the pyramid were the inanimate rocks and elements of the Earth. Many still 

think of the world in this way.  
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Just one of the consequences of old cosmology thinking is that animal species are 

going extinct at an unusually high rate, hundreds of times as rapidly as normal. 

According to Brian Swimme (S4, 11), “From the perspective of the animals, this moment 

is the worst time in the last 65 million years. We could eliminate half of all species of life 

on this planet in the next 50 years.” 

How did these “old cosmology” views come to be? I think there are several 

factors that contributed. Firstly, there was the minimal scientific understanding at the 

time the Bible was written. Secondly, scientific discoveries revealed several hundred 

years ago radically changed the Biblical understanding of the time and caused a 

separation between science and religion, and also between humans and nature that has not 

yet recovered. From a religious standpoint, Thomas Berry has pointed a finger at the 

Christian emphasis on transcendence over immanence, redemption from an evil world, 

and the elevation of the spiritual nature of humans. (Berry 15-28)  
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The mechanistic view of the world that is very much still with us today was 

developed in the 17™ century by Galileo, Descartes, Newton and others. These scientists 

developed ways to use mathematics and measurement to define reality that have been 

very successful but the separation from meaning has taken a toll. New concepts in atomic 

physics and quantum mechanics in the 20™ century are bringing about brand new 

changes, from a mechanistic worldview to more holistic and ecological views. Scientists 

are finding that their language is inadequate to describe atomic phenomena. 

The new cosmology (see page 31) sees God as embodied in the diversity of 

creation, yet at the same time, more than the whole of creation. Humans are an integral 

part of Earth, with a great responsibility for it, but not superior to it. Our relationship to 

God is still the most important thing, but we need to realize that God continues to reveal 

or express himself/herself/itself through the Universe. According to Dowd (S54, 5), “The 

old cosmology said, “Worship the Creator, not creation.” The new cosmology says, “If 

we don’t worship the Creator in and through creation, our “worship” will lead to death 

rather than life.” 

The new physics says that the world is made up of a complex web of 

relationships. While material things have mass, this mass is a form of energy, and energy 

is always active. Thus, everything is in a “continuous dance of energy.” (Capra, Epilogue, 

18) Every organism is described as being part of a living system — there’s that 

interdependence again. These systems can be social or ecological but they all have 

similar organizational structures. For example, the human body consists of cells within 

tissues within organs. These systems are self-organizing, meaning they maintain a  
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continuous exchange of energy with their environment to stay alive. They also evolve to 

create new structures and forms of organization (self-transcendence). 

The evolutionary process tells us that humans grew from the Earth just like an 

apple grows from an apple tree and we have no existence outside of the ecological cycles 

of Earth, which in turn has no existence outside of the solar system. There is no such 

thing as an isolated human being, even though we tend to think of ourselves in that way. 

And, our culture rewards individualism. We live in a culture that continues to dominate 

its environment, except when there are tornadoes, or earthquakes or tsunamis. Nature will 

undoubtedly have the last word. It is essential for us to remember that we are not separate 

from nature at all. We are Earth; we are part of nature itself. The only difference is that 

we are self-conscious and spiritually aware and that gives us the ability to see what we 

are doing and to take responsibility for it. What we do to Earth, we do to our own Self. 
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Transcendence and Immanence   

Throughout most of its history, the Christian tradition has recognized the divine 

as both transcendent and immanent. In particular, the creation of the universe is seen as 

an activity of God, shaping it with a purpose and according to a plan. But God is also 

visualized as immanent and within the universe, particularly through the incarnation of 

Jesus. 

Earliest European societies believed that “Nature is spiritual and spirit is nature.” 

Prophets and mystics have also recognized and tried to communicate about the natural 

and spiritual dimensions of reality. Hildegard of Bingen, a Catholic saint and mystic from 

the 12" century wrote, “O Holy Spirit, You are the mighty way in which everything that 

is in the heavens, on the earth, and under the earth, is penetrated with connectedness, is 

penetrated with relatedness.” (Colebrook, New Universe Story) 

The heart and message of the Universe Story is that we have to learn how to look 

and how to listen. We are part of the Story but we are not the Story. The rock, the river, 

the tree, and the animals are also there. Together, we form a sacred community. Thomas 

Berry asks, “How can we reinvent the human so that our presence is mutually enhancing 

within the Earth community?” 

Interaction — 20 minutes 

Examine “An Ecologically Sensitive Spirituality”. (Epilogue, Berry) 

* A return to a mystique of the Earth; intimate experience with the world around us, 

i.e. really seeing the stars at night, brilliant autumn colors, hearing a mockingbird 

sing, breathing in the fragrance of a honeysuckle. Only through this will we  



Ort, 2008 35 

overcome our need for conquest and use as our primary relation with the natural 

world. “We need the natural world to activate our inner world (soul).” (Berry) 

The Universe is the primary Sacred Community. Humans derive from the 

Universe. The divine is revealed in the visible world as well as verbal revelation. 

Justice belongs to the entire Earth community, not just to the human community. 

The saving of humans can only be achieved by saving the natural world upon 

which all living beings depend. 

Leaders who understand the integrated ecological, scientific, and spiritual aspects 

of this time and can be spokespersons for the planet. They will lead through 

practical actions, strategies (teaching, planning, business), or by promoting 

ecological principles. 

Rate each of Berry’s statements on a comfort scale of 1-10, where five is neutral, 

1 is very uncomfortable and threatening, and 10 is very comfortable or non-threatening, 

explaining why you gave it the rating you did. Think of one way you could seriously 

incorporate these aspects of an ecological Christianity into your life? Then, discuss with 

your group. 

Reminder: Read article in your folders this evening in preparation for Sunday morning’s 

session.  
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Individual Exercise (4 p.m. — 5:30 p.m.) 

Spend time with another life form and imagine life from its perspective. 

Take a long walk. During the walk, choose another life form and spend some time 

imagining what it would be like to live in that species’ body. It could be a squirrel, a fern, 

a tree, a bird, a spider, or something else. 

What challenges do you face in the morning? What frightful experiences? What brings 

you delight? Journal from that species’ perspective. 

(Adapted from Canticle to the Cosmos Study Guide, page 11 from 

www.brianswimme.org) 
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Saturday Evening 
(Ritual Celebration before or after dinner) 

Made of Stardust (S6, 2-5) 

Materials: 

Central Table 

Side table holding elements 

Earth — Sand or soil and bowl deep enough to cover a hand 

Water — pitcher of water and glasses for each participant 

Air — hand fan or several feathers tied together to form a fan 

Fire — candle and matches 

Music: Chants 

Process: Look over prayers, readings, and elements and decide how your group will 

present them. 

CREATING THE CIRCLE 

Participants stand around the central table. The elements are brought in one by 

one in this order: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. In turn, each person designated to bring in 

an element goes to the side table and brings his/her element to the central table. As each 

element is placed on the central table, the person says: “Welcome to the circle, Earth 

(Water, Air, Fire). We ask you to help us know more of who we are.” 

Opening Reading: (an adaptation of “Gaia Meditation” by Joanna Macy and John Seed) 

What are you? What am 1? Intersecting cycles of water, earth, air, and fire. That’s what I 

am, that’s what you are. From that first flaring forth that sent matter-energy spinning 

through space and time, you were there; I was there, for each cell of our bodies is  
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descended in an unbroken chain from that event. What are you? What am 1? Intersecting 

cycles of water, earth, air and fire. 

Chant: Earth my Body, Water my Blood, Air my Breath and Fire my Spirit. 

EMBRACING THE ELEMENTS 

EARTH MY BODY 

Reading: Soil is the sustaining medium for many living things — bacteria (most of which 

is benign), food plants, flowers, prairie grasses, mosses, mushrooms, trees, all land 

animals (including humans), and countless other flora and fauna. When we get our hands 

and bodies into the dirt, we are co-mingling with the very stuff of which we are made, 

and by which we are sustained. We are, in a very real and tangible sense, returning to our 

source, going home. From The Healing Earth, Philip Sutton Chard, p. 80 

Being With Earth — Earth My Body (The earth container is displayed by the earth carrier 

during the following reading; it is then presented to each person in the circle.) 

As the element of earth comes around the circle: Feel your body — your skin, your bones, 

your muscles, your mouth, your ears, your eyes, your nose — knowing that you are earth. 

When earth reaches you, immerse your hands into earth and be with earth. 

Chant: Earth my Body, Water my Blood, Air my Breath and Fire my Spirit. (circling)  
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WATER MY BLOOD 

Reading: When the water breaks, we are born into a world of living systems that are 

nourished and maintained by this sacred fluid. Like the veins in your body; rivers run 

through Mother Earth, and as she rotates, her oceans interact with the moon, sun and 

cosmos. We live in an atmosphere of rain, snow, wind, cloud, and humidity — all of 

which connect us to the water that graces us with life. With every breath and every bead 

of sweat we expend her, and then replenish ourselves through the food and drink she 

provides, WATER — the sacred spring that is our source... From Earthwalks for Body   

and Spirit, James Endredy, p. 10. 

Being With Water — Water My Blood. (The water pitcher is displayed by the water 

carrier while the following is read; then the water is presented to each person in the circle 

and some water is poured into each person’s glass.) 

As the element of water comes around the circle: Think of a favorite place of water — the 

filling up and flowing over of an endless waterfall, a babbling brook as it tumbles over 

rocks and fallen logs, the ebb and flow of the ocean waves or large lake waves, the silent 

stillness of a quiet pond. Be conscious of moving fluidly, experiment with blending your 

body with the motion of your favorite water place. When water reaches you, listen to the 

sound of it being poured. Drink slowly, paying attention to the sensations of the water as 

it enters your body and eventually becomes the flow of your blood. 

Chant: Earth my Body, Water my Blood, Air my Breath and Fire my Spirit. (circling)  
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AIR MY BREATH 

Reading: A POEM by Gerard Manley Hopkins 

Wild air, world-mothering air 

Nestling me everywhere, 

That each eyelash or hair 

Girdles, goes home betwixt 

The fleeciest, frailest-fixed 

Snowflake, that’s fairly mixed 

With riddles, and is rife 

In every least thing’s life, 

This needful, never spent, 

And nursing element, 

My more than meat and drink, 

My meal at every wink; 

This air, which, by life’s law, 

My lung must draw and draw 

Now but to breathe its praise. 

Being With Air - Air My Breath (The fan is displayed by the air carrier while the 

following is read; then it is presented to each person in the circle by using the fan to move 

the air around and over the person.) 

As the air comes around the circle: Focus your attention on your breath. As you breathe 

in and out, feel the air in your nostrils. Feel the air enter your lungs. Breathe. Feel  
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millions of oxygen atoms permeating your lung membranes, entering your bloodstream, 

being delivered to every cell. Know that you are in a Partnership with the trees, giving 

and receiving what each need. Let the universe Breathe you... 

When Air reaches you, allow yourself to be breathed into Life and be blessed. 

Chant: Earth my Body, Water my Blood, Air my Breath and Fire my Spirit. (circling) 

FIRE MY SPIRIT 

Reading: In Hidden Heart of the Cosmos, Brian Swimme speaks of the Generosity of the 

Sun in its ongoing giveaway of energy. “The Sun, in each second, transforms four million 

tons of itself into light.... The Sun converts itself into a flow of energy that 

photosynthesis changes into plants that are consumed by animals. So for four million 

years, humans have been feasting on the Sun’s energy.... as each day the Sun dies as Sun 

and is reborn as the vitality of Earth... This is the way of the universe. This is the way of 

life.” We are indeed the energy of the Sun with the same impulse of generosity as our star 

— to giveaway energy so that the larger community might flourish. 

Being With Fire — Fire My Spirit (The candle is displayed by the fire carrier while the 

following is read; then it is presented to each person in the circle.) 

As the element of fire comes around the circle: Rub your hands together in a circular 

fashion until they become warm/hot. Slowly move your hands apart, feeling the energy- 

field between them. Explore the shape of the energy-field. When you are ready, extend 

that energy beyond yourself — give it away. When Fire comes to you, gaze into the flame,  
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taking in the light, the energy that ultimately comes again and again from the sun. Feel 

the fire that is you. 

Chant: Earth my Body, Water my Blood, Air my Breath and Fire my Spirit. (circling) 

Reading: an excerpt from “Star-Breath” from the book The Cosmic Dance by Joyce 

Rupp, p. 43. 

With the first sigh of the evening star 

my heart responds to a distant touch 

a wisp of recognition, a waft of joy. 

Life-giving breath of the galaxies 

sails through the heavens 

into my gasping, yearning spirit 

uniting me in the marrow of my soul. 

Star-breath washes over me 

like god-breath 

filling the soul of a new creation, 

awakening my soul’s withered bones, 

lifting them into lightness and dance.  



Ort, 2008 

I open my small, isolated self to the stars 

and am once again healed of my disparity, 

the falsehood of a separate identity. 

A BLESSING CHANT —- STAR-BREATH 

NAMING AND CLAIMING AROUND THE CIRCLE: 

My name is . I am made of stardust! 

All: May we go forth in the amazing star power that we are! 
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Sunday Morning (9 a.m. — 9:30 a.m.) 

Renaming Sunrise and Sunset — Looking at things from a New Perspective 

Brian Swimme describes the planet this way: “a gorgeous living Earth drifts light as a 

feather around the great roaring generosity of the Sun.” 

"Even after all this time 

The sun never says to the earth, 

"You owe me.’ 

Look what happens with a love like that, 

It lights the whole sky." 

~ Hafiz, the Great Sufi Master 

When we realize the sun isn’t coming up or going down, but that we are always 

coming into or out of its light and warmth, how else could we name what we experience 

at dawn and dusk? Discuss as a group. Share your new names with the larger group. 

Impact of the Story.... Where Do We Go From Here (9:30 a.m. — 10:30 a.m.) 

Each group will have 15 minutes to review their assigned reading and decide how to 

present it to the larger group. Then, they will each have eight minutes to do so. 

10 minute break  
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Debrief with Large Group (10:40 a.m. — 11:45 a.m.) 

What if we changed our views from “the world was made for us” to “we were made for 

the world?” (Dowd 271) 

In this section, we will discuss what it is that we need to take away from this weekend, 

and what is hindering our progress. Thomas Berry calls this the Great Work of our time. 

1. When you let yourself be touched by the story of the universe and reconnect with 

nature, what yearnings are stirred, what callings are heard, what action comes into view? 

A change from thinking of things on the planet as objects for our “use.” Our 

capacity to sustain the natural world so that the natural world can sustain us takes 

on primary importance. (Berry, S5, 4) 

Natural environments should be recognized as ecological systems that should be 

preserved and maintained. (Toolan, S5, 12) 

Virtues of material frugality and material sufficiency should replace a culture of 

consumerism. Quality of life, richer human relationships, communities, and 

outlets for artistic and cultural expressions would be stressed instead. (Toolan, S35, 

12) 

The importance of conservation: it teaches us humility, roots us in the common 

good. As people of faith, we must work diligently to change our patterns of waste 

and excess, looking for less-polluting alternatives. Besides that, we can insist that 

our government: invest in renewable and clean energy, demand greater vehicle 

fuel efficiency, end environmental racist practices, protect wilderness and other  
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unique areas and all life forms, stop providing financial incentives at taxpayer 

expense to industries and power plants that pollute, consider the needs of future 

generations in all decisions. (CORA, S35, 14) 

2. In what way is the new cosmology changing your thinking, your values, your 

spirituality, or possibly your plans for the future? 

* The story of the universe says that humans are that being in whom the Earth has 

acquired a self-reflective consciousness and that everything continues to evolve. 

That changes all the definitions that we have about our future and ourselves. 

There are no separations. Unity, feelings of communion, are no longer just the 

idealistic notions of poetic insight. The Earth, literally, is our body. Without air, 

water, soil, vegetation, there’s no human life. (AtKisson, S5, 6-7) 

Another major shift we are making is in our concept of time and space. In the old 

cosmologies, time was cyclical, and the universe fixed and static. But in this new 

context, the universe is a constantly emerging process. Time itself is development. 

(AtKisson, S5, 7) 

Our entire economic system is based on exploiting the Earth; and once we really 

realize that the Earth cannot sustain it, we’re going to experience some severe 

corrections. We have to reach out and support each other, and rethink our sense of 

privatized wealth. (AtKisson, S5, 9) 

If we, individually, collectively, are the universe’s self-consciousness, then do we 

have an obligation to act and decide, especially as business people, with the fate 

of the living planet and humanity foremost in mind? (Abercrombie, S5, 10)  
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* The food industry — as in any other industry — the overriding concerns are not 

quality and health, but volume and price. But as scale increases, diversity 

decreases; as diversity declines, so does health; as health declines, the dependence 

on drugs and chemicals necessarily increases. As capital replaces labor, it does so 

by substituting machines, drugs, and chemicals for human workers and for the 

health and fertility of the soil. (Berry, W. S5, 19) 

3. Name some practical changes you have made or will make in your pattern of living, 

out of your understanding of the new cosmology perspective. 

* Miriam Theresa MacGillis (S5, 7) says that we need to seek guidance by 

awakening our inner consciousness. Every atom of every cell in our body (every 

single thread of DNA) carries the entire psychic memory of the universe. And we 

can have access to that through inner modes of consciousness — through dream, 

myth, symbol, prayer, meditation, or other altered states of consciousness. Our 

scientific world (rationalism) and our spiritual world (transcendentalism) don’t 

put us in touch with the natural world in this real way. 

4. What most encourages you to believe that humanity is shifting to a new paradigm? 

What other signs of hope do you see? 

* Students working towards sustainability on campuses. 

* The many people out there now working towards this end — Miriam Theresa 

MacGillis, Michael Dowd and Connie Barlow, Matthew Fox, Thomas Berry, 

Brian Swimme, Albert LaChance, Judy Cannato, Jan Phillips. The list goes on.  
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Hope is an act of the will. It Cia out of our own inner freedom, our own sense 

of what is true and right, our love for the future. It’s a lot like faith. (AtKisson, SS, 

9) 

Beginnings of an ecological paradigm over an industrial social paradigm: 

maintaining the balance of nature, realizing the limits of growth, non-coercive 

population control, seriousness of human environmental damage, desirability of 

controlling industrial growth and developing clean technology (Toolan, S35, 12) 

* Food, Farm & Energy Gathering 

5. How might you use these signs of hope to encourage others to work for change in our 

institutions? 

* It is simply untrue that hard economic considerations and cost-benefit analysis 

will always come down against environmental aims. (Toolan, S5, 13) 

* A cultural shift towards sustainability will mean new jobs in new areas. 

Closing Ritual (11:45 a.m. — 12 p.m.) 

Playing on the theme that you are the Earth, read the poem by N. Scott Momaday 

“The Delight Song of Tsoai-talee” (1992), found in Appendix C. At the end, each person 

will add one sentence.  
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Appendix A 

Wild Geese by Mary Oliver 

Wild Geese from Dream Work by Mary Oliver 
Published by Atlantic Monthly Press © Mary Oliver 

You do not have to be good. 

You do not have to walk on your knees 
for a hundred miles through the desert repenting. 

You only have to let the soft animal of your body 
love what it loves. 

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 
Meanwhile the world goes on. 

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 
are moving across the landscapes, 

over the prairies and the deep trees, 
the mountains and the rivers. 

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 
are heading home again. 

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 

the world offers itself to your imagination, 

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting — 
over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things. 
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Appendix B 

“On the Pulse of the Morning” 
by Maya Angelou 

1 A Rock, A River, A Tree 

Hosts to species long since departed, 

Marked the mastodon, 

The dinosaur, who left dried tokens 

Of their sojourn here 

On our planet floor, 

Any broad alarm of their hastening doom 

Is lost in the gloom of dust and ages. 

But today, the Rock cries out to us, clearly, forcefully, 

Come, you may stand upon my 

Back and face your distant destiny, 

But seek no haven in my shadow. 

I will give you no hiding place down here. 

You, created only a little lower than 

The angels, have crouched too long in 

The bruising darkness 
Have lain too long 

Face down in ignorance. 

Your mouths spilling words 

Armed for slaughter. 

The Rock cries out to us today, you may stand upon me, 

But do not hide your face. 

Across the wall of the world, 

A River sings a beautiful song. It says, 

Come, rest here by my side. 

Each of you, a bordered country, 

Delicate and strangely made proud, 

Yet thrusting perpetually under siege. 

Your armed struggles for profit 

Have left collars of waste upon 

My shore, currents of debris upon my breast. 

Yet today I call you to my riverside, 

If you will study war no more. Come, 

Clad in peace, and I will sing the songs 
The Creator gave to me when I and the 
Tree and the rock were one. 

Before cynicism was a bloody sear across your 

Brow and when you yet knew you still 

Knew nothing. 

The River sang and sings on. 

There is a true yearning to respond to 

The singing River and the wise Rock. 
So say the Asian, the Hispanic, the Jew 

The African, the Native American, the Sioux, 

The Catholic, the Muslim, the French, the Greek 

The Irish, the Rabbi, the Priest, the Sheik, 

The Gay, the Straight, the Preacher, 

The privileged, the homeless, the Teacher. 

They hear. They all hear 

The speaking of the Tree. 

They hear the first and last of every Tree 

Speak to humankind today. Come to me, here beside the River. 

Plant yourself beside the River.  
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Each of you, descendant of some passed 
On traveller, has been paid for. 

You, who gave me my first name, you, 

Pawnee, Apache, Seneca, you 

Cherokee Nation, who rested with me, then 

Forced on bloody feet, 

Left me to the employment of 

Other seekers -- desperate for gain, 
Starving for gold. 
You, the Turk, the Arab, the Swede, the German, the Eskimo, the Scot 

You the Ashanti, the Yoruba, the Kru, bought, 

Sold, stolen, arriving on the nightmare 
Praying for a dream. 
Here, root yourselves beside me. 
I am that Tree planted by the River, 
Which will not be moved. 

I, the Rock, I the River, I the Tree 

I am yours -- your passages have been paid. 

Lift up your faces, you have a piercing need 

For this bright morning dawning for you. 
History, despite its wrenching pain 
Cannot be unlived, but if faced 

With courage, need not be lived again. 

> 

Lift up your eyes upon 

This day breaking for you. 
Give birth again 
To the dream. 

Women, children, men, 

Take it into the palms of your hands, 
Mold it into the shape of your most 
Private need. Sculpt it into 
The image of your most public self. 
Lift up your hearts 
Each new hour holds new chances 
For a new beginning. 
Do not be wedded forever 

To fear, yoked eternally 
To brutishness. 

The horizon leans forward, 

Offering you space to place new steps of change. 
Here, on the pulse of this fine day 
You may have the courage 

Here, on the pulse of this new day 
You may have the grace to look up and out 
And into your sister’s eyes, and into 
Your brother’s face, your country 

To look up and out and upon me, the 
Rock, the River, the Tree, your country. 

No less to Midas than the mendicant. 

No less to you now than the mastodon then. 

And say simply 
With hope — 
Good morning,  



Ort, 2008 

Appendix C 

Epic of Evolution by Loval Rue 

Matter was distilled out of radiant energy 
segregated into galaxies 
collapsed into stars 
fused into atoms 
swirled into atoms 

swirled into planets 

spliced into molecules 
captured into cells 

mutated into species 
compromised into ecosystems 
provoked into thought 

and cajoled into cultures. 
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Discerning Your Calling Exercise APPENDIX D 
(Adapted from “Thank God for Evolution” by Michael Dowd) 

  

MY JOYS INTERSECTIONS WORLD’S NEEDS 
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Appendix E 

N. Scott Momaday “The Delight Song of Tsoai-talee” (1992) (SS, 22 

I am a feather on the bright sky 

I am the blue horse that runs in the plain 

I am the fish that rolls, shining, in the water 

I am the shadow that follows a child 

I am the evening light, the luster of meadows 
I am an eagle playing with the wind 
I am a cluster of beads 

I am the farthest star 
I am the coldest dawn 
I am the roaring of the rain 
I am the glitter on the crust of the snow 

I am the long track of the moon in a lake 
I am a flame of four colors 
I am a deer standing away in the dusk 

I am a field of sumac and the pomme blanche 

I am an angle of geese in the in winter sky 
I am the hunger of a young wolf 

I am the whole dream of these things 

You see, I am alive, I am alive 

I stand in good relation to the earth 
I stand in good relation to the gods 
I stand in good relation to all that is beautiful 

I stand in good relation to the daughter of Tsen-tainte 
You see, I am alive, I am alive 

 


