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INTRODUCTION 

This collection of essays is an expansion of a paper I presented in October, 2004 to a 

group of Unitarian Universalist ministers. That paper, “Learning from the Cosmos: Thoughts on 

Religion, Science, and Evolutionary Spirituality,” was, in turn, part of an on-going effort to 

clarify my thinking about the intersection of science and religion through the work of cultural 

historian Thomas Berry and psychiatrist Murray Bowen. Both these men are systems thinkers: 

Berry in terms of the Universe and Bowen in terms of human emotional functioning. 

Significantly, both place human beings in the larger web of natural systems that have evolved 

here on Earth. 

Because the primary focus of these essays is “A Religion as Old as the Universe,” I am 

more concerned here with the work of Thomas Berry. I am in agreement with his observation 

that western religious tradition bears much of the responsibility for the environmental crisis now 

upon us. Like him, I think that the elemental religious story of redemption must be abandoned in 

favor of a new story of creation that accurately reflects our understanding of how the universe 

and all the creatures in it came to be. 

December, 2006 will mark the twenty-first anniversary of my ordination as a Unitarian 

Universalist minister. In the eighteen years I served congregations, the process of sermon- 

writing allowed me to refine my own thoughts; in the past three years of retirement, I have 

continued that process of refinement, but without the constraint of thinking “how it would  



preach” to a diverse congregation quite varied in its views, theologically and politically. Given 

that my ministry has reached the age of majority, I think of these essays as something of a 

coming-of-age statement of my thinking and beliefs. Although the reader will find a few 

footnotes sprinkled throughout, I have chosen not to write a scholarly work, but rather one that 

reflects my own thinking about the challenge facing the religious community. This has special 

significance for me because I will soon reenter parish ministry, this time in an interim capacity. 

I am grateful that the Earth Literacy Master’s Degree program at Saint Mary-of-the- 

Woods College afforded me the freedom to “do my own thing” in this final project. I was 

initially attracted to the program by the mention of Thomas Berry in the informational literature. 

Since first reading The Dream of the Earth in the 1980s, I had been looking for a place to explore 

more deeply the work of this revolutionary (should I say “evolutionary”) thinker. The “Woods” 

with its connection to Genesis Farm, both geographically and spiritually, has been that place. 

IT DOES MATTER WHAT WE BELIEVE 

I remain amazed and somewhat chagrined that it has taken me so long to question the 

assumptions underlying my thinking and beliefs. That I am a minister in a tradition that reveres 

reason only serves to heighten my embarrassment, especially since I entered the ministry with 

the intention of confronting the myths that underlie the Western Judeo-Christian tradition. It was 

not a task for the timid, but one about which I felt great passion. I reasoned that because these 

myths still influenced people’s lives even, or especially, when there is no conscious recognition 

of this power, that offering people another way to think about these stories might generate a 

corresponding change in their thinking and actions. These changes might then ripple out, and  



eventually, a better world, one that would be more just and peaceful, and yes, one that was more 

environmentally conscious, would begin to take shape. 

I did not want to toss the old myths out completely because many offer some kernel of 

wisdom given that they grew out of the experience of human beings. Indeed there are many 

people in this world who take these stories to heart and do good works. Even the fantastic 

stories contained in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures can tell us something about the human 

condition no matter how implausible the circumstances. 

For example, I don’t believe for a minute that there was a flood so great that it washed 

everything off the face of the Earth save for a tiny boat carrying a family and two animals of 

each species. However, I can identify with a God who would be so disgusted and angry with the 

whole human race that wiping them all out and starting over might seem like a very good idea. I 

can also understand how people beset with days upon days of rain and subsequent flooding 

would tell themselves the story of Noah in an attempt to make sense of their situation, and most 

importantly, to reassure themselves that their god has not deserted them, but has sent a rainbow 

as a sign of continuing love. 

At the same time, I could see the destructiveness of other myths to all people, but 

especially to those on the margin. For this reason, the critique of feminist and womanist 

theologians, as well as that of liberation theologians from a broad range of cultures and 

ethnicities has been invaluable. Important, too, has been the work of scholars like those of the 

Jesus Seminar who through careful academic research have offered up a more accurate picture of 

Jesus and the times in which he lived. 

Because Unitarian Universalists stand in a tradition of scholarly sermons, I made 

extensive use of the findings of the aforementioned scholars and theologians. In addition,  



whenever I used the stories of the Bible and those of other traditions, I attempted to understand 

and explain them from an existential perspective, that is, putting myself in the shoes of the 

storyteller. 

This approach to sermons was always challenging and could be alternately exhilarating 

and disturbing, and occasionally, both at the same time. In this regard, I think of addressing the 

story central to Christian belief of a being both god and human sent on his father’s behalf to 

redeem a fallen humanity through the son’s death. I stand with those who believe that Jesus was 

killed because he challenged the powers-that-be; that he did not want to die; and that to continue 

to tell the story as a story of salvation by crucifixion is to reinforce the idea of a god guilty of a 

child abuse. I might add that to tell the story as it has been told is to continue the emphasis on 

redemption, which according to Thomas Berry has brought about the crisis in which we now find 

ourselves. 

I never took a survey to assess the impact of my approach on the beliefs of the members 

of the congregations I served, but ministry is not a vocation in which one expects to see 

immediate results. I was content with getting people to think not just in different ways, but more 

importantly to explore the roots of long-held beliefs and assumptions, and I could tell this was 

happening from the conversations I had with people. 

Prior to entering theological school, I had given only passing thought to the impact myths 

and stories have in our lives. Looking back at my growing up years in the Roman Catholic 

Church, I know that I said all the right words and answered catechism questions correctly, but 

I'm not certain what I believed. Even though I tried to live a “good life” by avoiding all the sins 

listed in the back pages of my missal, I compartmentalized my religious beliefs in such a way 

that they did not affect the rest of my life except when considering the plight of the less  



fortunate. It was around these latter issues that I found the church in my suburban parish 

wanting. 

Out of this disappointment, I stopped attending church when I entered training as a 

VISTA (Volunteers In Service To America) worker. Discussions with two trainees who were 

both theological students opened up a whole new way of thinking. I did attend mass once with a 

friend during that year and discovered that I did not believe much of the Apostle’s Creed, even 

though I had been saying it for years without the slightest discomfort. 

I have concluded that my experience is not that different from the great number of 

people, both lay and clergy, who do not profess literal belief in scripture. The old myths and 

stories that do not stand up in the light of current knowledge are stored away on a mental shelf. 

Now and then, they may be taken down and dusted off, but, to continue the metaphor, seldom are 

they discarded in favor of new, more relevant stories. A kind of genteel conspiracy surrounds 

these troublesome texts in which few parishioners or their ministers ever take them seriously 

enough to critique them. 

Several years ago, our local interfaith clergy group got into a discussion about the 

historical and scientific inconsistencies of the Christmas texts. One of the colleagues expressed 

the opinion that he would never confront his congregation with the facts because he “didn’t want 

to take away everything from them.” He did not consider that talking to them as if they were 

adults capable of handling the truth, might relieve some, perhaps many, of maintaining a facade 

of belief in things that they did not believe. I will admit that such an approach might have been 

as likely to get him fired, so strong is the impulse to preserve this pretense. To begin to question 

these stories is to begin to question everything. This is an aspect of the altered state of 

conscious, or “trance state,” that Berry discusses in The Dream of the Earth.  



The industrial-commercial mode of consciousness in our society has 

coexisted with a traditional spiritual coding in the pattern of Western classical 

spirituality. These two patterns cause little trouble to each other because neither the 

modern scientific mode of consciousness nor our spiritual consciousness is 

concerned with the integral functioning of the earth community. (page 119) 

I have not changed my mind about the power of myth and story in our lives. If anything I 

am more convinced of its ability to influence. What I have changed my mind about is which 

myths ought to be confronted. Prior to the past few years, I had been thinking mostly in terms of 

the myths that talk about the human condition, our relations with one another, and the spiritual 

dimension of life. Over the past few years, reflecting on the work of Thomas Berry (and that of 

Murray Bowen), I have come to think of these myths and stories as symptomatic of much deeper, 

unresolved issues. 

A NEW COSMOLOGY 

... The apparent antagonism of science and religion centers almost entirely on 
cosmology. What is the universe? Where did it come from? How does it work? What 
is the human self? What is our fate? Humans have always had answers to these 
questions. The answers have been embodied in stories—tribal myths, scriptures, church 
traditions. All of these stories derived from a raw experience of the creation... All of 
them contain enduring wisdom. But as a reliable cosmological component of religious 
faith they have been superseded by what cultural historian and Roman Catholic priest 
Thomas Berry calls the New Story—the scientific story of the world. 

Berry observes that human civilization, at least in the West, is based on a radical 

discontinuity between human life and other life forms, both sentient and non-sentient. Given 

what our forebears could observe and understand with their unaided senses, this is not so 

surprising. Civilizations have been, and continue to be, “created, embellished, and 
  

' Raymo, Chet. “Celebrating Creation.” Skeptical Inquirer, July/August 1999. Page 22.  



institutionalized” based on this worldview.” Humanity perceived a world made for it, and has 

proceeded secure in that knowledge. 

Even today, among enlightened environmentalists, the argument is made that it is we 

humans that need wild places. One does not often hear that wild places should exist for the 

creatures that inhabit them, or “just because.” Granted the preceding arguments are not 

persuasive for the vast majority of people. The arguments that persuade are those that appeal to 

human interests. 

Integral to the concept of human primacy is a concept of a divine that created us as 

special. The promise or possibility of regaining perfection depends, as Miriam Therese 

MacGillis puts it, on a cosmology that says it is “our destiny to be liberated out of any 

constraints that nature, the Universe, Earth, or other-than-human life may place on us” and be 

restored to our rightful place, the place that is lost to us on this Earth.’ 

It is almost impossible to escape this cosmology. It is difficult to plan for a future that is 

not largely a projection of the past. It is difficult not to believe that something (human 

intelligence and ingenuity?) or someone (God?) will intervene to save us. Even though we have 

known for hundreds of years that the Earth is not the center of the Universe, most people are 

probably not conscious of thinking that the opposite is true. (For example, the sun “sets” and 

“rises,” our patch of the Earth doesn’t “turn away” and “turn toward.”) I can only imagine the 

inner turmoil of those courageous thinkers among them, Galileo, Darwin, Einstein, and Hubble, 

who recognized the implications of their discoveries and who, knowing that their discoveries 

would forever change the way humanity looks at things, reported what they had found. 

To be sure, most of the discoveries that have the potential to change our cosmology are 

very recent in the history of humanity. The origins of the universe and its continuing expansion 

could not be confirmed until of late. The mechanisms of evolution were not known until 

midway through the twentieth century. Indeed, the mechanism of human conception was not 

confirmed until the invention of the electron microscope. In the last fifty years, there is so much 

that has been discovered about the origins of the Universe and Earth, and so much that has been 

  

? Miriam Therese MacGillis, OP. Videotape: Exploring a New Cosmology — Reflections on the writings of Thomas 
Berry and Brian Swimme, part 1. Produced by the Foundation for Global Community. 222 High Street, Palo Alto, 
CA 94301. 
3 Ibid. Part 3.  



learned about life itself that perhaps we can forgive ourselves for not having already incorporated 

all of these learnings into our lives. 

My own formal science education ended in the early 1960s, which could be considered 

the dark ages given what has become known since then. Although I consider myself interested 

in science, I know that I don’t know very much about it, and a good deal of what I once knew, 

I’ve forgotten. I know that I am not alone in this, and that’s why I am so concerned about what 

is happening in the public discussions about science, but this is for a later section. 

I’ve heard the concern expressed that the “New Story” could be oppressive in a global 

sense, a kind of colonization by myth. It is a “story” that developed in the Western world, but it 

is everyone’s story, everything’s story. All that has come to be has come out of the same 

evolutionary processes. Thomas Berry imagines that this story is being, and will be, told in 

differing ways by different cultures, as well as in music, poetry, and the visual arts. It has the 

potential to be a unifying force because we know everything is made of the same stuff. As Chet 

Raymo concludes, “...only the New Story has the global authority to help us navigate the future. 

It is not the ‘true’ story, but it is certainly the truest.” 

DECONSTRUCTION OF NATURE 

As I was working on this paper, an email arrived from Amazon.com. It began, “As 

someone who has purchased books by John Muir, you might like to know that * Windshield 

Wilderness: Cars, Roads, And Nature in National Parks (Weyerhaeuser Environmental Books)’ 

will be released soon.” Curious (and somewhat suspicious about a book published by a company 

that grows trees to make paper), I went to the site included with the message. Here’s a section of 

the review posted there 

(David Louter, the author) reminds us that we cannot understand national 
parks without recognizing that cars have been central to how people experience and 

interpret their meaning, and especially how they perceive them as wild places. 

Windshield Wilderness explores what few histories of national parks address: 
what it means to view parks from the road and through a windshield. Building upon 

recent interpretations of wilderness as a cultural construct rather than as a pure state 

  

*Ibid., page 23.  



of nature, the story of autos in parks presents the preservation of wilderness as a 

dynamic and nuanced process. Windshield Wilderness illuminates the difficulty of 
separating human-modified landscapes from natural ones, encouraging us to 

recognize our connections with nature in national parks 

Because the book is not yet available, my judgment on the motives of Weyerhaeuser will 

have to wait. However, I was intrigued by the mention of “wilderness as a cultural construct” 

and Louter, a historian of National Parks, may have a unique understanding of this. Having 

viewed a number of National Parks from the seat of car, as well as while hiking and camping, I 

can begin to grasp what he discusses in this book. 

I grew up in a family that could be called “environmentally conscious” for the 1950s and 

1960s. In addition to National Parks and Forests, we took advantage of California’s excellent 

state park system and camped in the Sierra Nevada, in the Redwoods, and occasionally, along 

ocean beaches. I consider myself fortunate to have visited these places when RVs were 

unknown and the parks themselves did not suffer from the overuse that is more common today. 

Because of varying physical abilities (a self-proclaimed non-athletic mother and a young 

brother), we limited ourselves to established campgrounds, and never ventured into what was 

defined as wilderness. However, once we did stay in an “undeveloped” camp in Yosemite where 

water was available only from the stream. There were all kinds of signs warning campers 

against activities that would contaminate the clear, cool water. One afternoon, a buck strolled 

through camp, which in itself caused quite a stir, but nothing to compare to the one that erupted 

as we all watched him pause midstream to urinate. There followed a spirited discussion about 

how far the water would have to flow to cleanse it. 

Thinking back to this, I knew that we were the intruders and that the buck was behaving 

naturally. I think my parents knew this, too. Our shared understanding was that we were not in  



the wilderness because there were always people around us, and people and wilderness were not 

usually compatible. We viewed the wilderness from our car and while camped in places like the 

floor of Yosemite Valley, the high country of Tuolumne Meadows, and the forests that surround 

Donner Lake. Significantly, we knew our water came from a wilderness, the Hetch Hetchy 

valley said to be as magnificent as Yosemite, which was damned up to provide water for the San 

Francisco Bay Area. It was John Muir’s involvement in fight to stop this dam that resulted in the 

formation of the Sierra Club. 

Ironically, when we moved in, the area surrounding our home was almost as wild and 

pristine as any place in California. At the time it was built, 1947, it was the only post WWII 

development in town; with few exceptions, the only other housing was built in the 19" and early 

20™ centuries and was located along the main highway several miles away from where we lived. 

The hills within blocks of my home were as they had been when the coastal tribes roamed them. 

I know now that they were not developed because more accessible land was available. My 

generation benefited from this. We had the advantages of suburbia as well as undisturbed 

ecosystems to explore. When I was three-and-a-half, my parents bought a dog for me reasoning 

that he would offer some protection against the rattlesnakes in the hills that I roamed from the 

time I was a small child until I was in my teens. Given the preciousness of housing in the San 

Francisco Bay Area, it’s almost needless to observe that those wild hills are now covered with 

houses. Even the creek has disappeared into a big pipe and the surrounding Live Oak woods is 

now dominated by human systems. 

I have been thinking about this as I consider the situation of children who grow up 

meeting nature on TV and computer screens. Unlike my generation, they are left with few 

alternatives but to “construct” nature. However, it should be noted that access to nature doesn’t  



automatically make one more open to viewing nature as it is, and not as one expects or wants it 

to be. 

In the Introduction to her book, At Home in Nature: Modern Homesteading and Spiritual 

Practice in America, Rebecca Kneale Gould discusses the construction of nature. 

[] this study also includes an examination of the ways in which nature is constructed, that 

is, how the word nature is interpreted and understood by those who consciously seek to live 

intimately with the natural world. For nature, as we know from the voluminous dictionary 
definitions given to the term, is no mere unilateral ‘thing.” Although we tend to think we know it 

when we see it (those green mountains, that pewter-toned river), nature is imagined and 
reimagined through the ancient Roman, Hellenistic, and European lenses of Virgil and Lucretius, 

Plato and Aristotle, Augustine and Aquinas, Newton and Descartes, Rousseau and Wordsworth, 
Darwin and Heisenberg. And in American history particularly, we find distinct (but also related) 

voices that stretch from the Calvinist visions of Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards to the 
Transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson and on to the environmental ethics of Aldo Leopold 
and Rachel Carson. All of these writers and thinkers share a Western cultural heritage that 

shapes some common approaches to the meaning of nature, but each also constructs a vision of 
nature out of a specific historical context and unique personal experience. 

.... () this book begins with assumption that neither nature nor religion exists outside of 

culture. ‘Nature’ and ‘religion’ are always shaped by historical and social contexts. These 
contexts define both the terms themselves and the uses to which they can be put.’ 

Gould has created a problem lumping scientists in with philosophers, poets, writers and 

naturalists. It is a fact that to a great or lesser degree we are all shaped by the cultures in which 

we live. As I discuss later in the essay on Murray Bowen, there are those who come closer than 

others to seeing nature as it really is. Additionally, there are ways of approaching research and 

observations that increase the odds of seeing what is really before us. These methods fall under 

the rubric of science. 

In his book, Skeptics and True Believers: The Exhilarating Connection between Science 

and Religion, Chet Raymo looks at the attack on science from within the academic world. 

At precisely the moment when we require reasoning intellectuals—theologians, 

philosophers, social critics, artists—to give us the courage and the critical means to 
cope with our new knowledge and new independence, these are often the very people 

who are leading the retreat into primitivism and superstition. In the United States, the 
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academic intellectual left, traditionally allies of rational science against fundamentalism 

and autocratic authority, have give themselves over to something called ‘science 

studies,” which asserts (in a common manifestation) that all knowledge is a social 
construct, either loosely constrained by nature or not constrained at all, and therefore 

arbitrary, and must be judged by the way in which it serves or does not serve a political 

agenda—socialist, feminist, environmentalist. As a way of organizing our experience 

of reality, science is judged a failure, a tool of the repressive establishment, 
paternalistic, phallic, Eurocentric. At the same time (and inconsistently), these critics 
ignorantly quote the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle and the new science of chaos to 
buttress their absurd contention that in the name of ‘fact’ anything goes.’ 

I found Rebecca Kneale Gould’s book fascinating in its examination of the motivations 

of people who had returned to the land. I admit that I have always entertained a romantic notion, 

a fantasy perhaps, of living off the land. Her research was especially thought-provoking in this 

regard. The conclusion I would draw is that getting back to nature isn’t going to solve one’s 

spiritual malaise in and of itself; while one might be in an environment that is more conducive to 

things of the spirit, one is also in a situation requiring a great deal of hard labor that may itself 

hinder spiritual pursuits. 

However, I think that Gould is incorrect when she implies that Darwin was no closer to 

reliable knowledge than Wordsworth. What Darwin observed can be, and has been, observed by 

others and now confirmed with the discovery of DNA; what Wordsworth observed and wrote 

about was an internal process. That it seems true to many of us does not make it less subjective. 

To make the point another way, “Had Darwin increased rather than decreased our distortions 

about the way nature is organized, most of us probably would not have heard of him. Nature 

iy made Darwin famous.”’ Nature did not make Wordsworth famous; his construction of nature 

made him famous. 

  

® Raymo, Chet. Skeptics and True Believers: the Exhilarating Connection between Religion and Science. (New 
York: Walker and Company, 1998) page 169. 

” Kerr, Michael E. Bowen T. heory and Practice: Feature Articles from the Family Center Report 1979-1996, edited 
by Ruth Rilery Sagar. (Washington, DC: Georgetown Family Center, 1997, page 6. 
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The deconstruction of nature, or what I would rather call the discovery of reliable 

knowledge about nature, is important because telling the New Story depends on it. To 

understand the development and the functioning of the Universe and all that is within it, 

especially life as it is here on Earth, we have to be able to understand the difference between 

what is reliable knowledge and what is not, what is good science and what is junk science. To 

do any less, cheapens the endeavor.’ 

SCIENCE AND RELIGION 

I have come to value science and the contributions of scientists more than I would have 

ever imagined. Through the study of Bowen Theory, I have come to appreciate clarity in 

thinking, as well as testing against theory. I have not found that this has limited my sense of 

awe, wonder, and mystery, but instead has increased my appreciation of the natural processes 

which sustain and uphold us. I fully understand the excitement of a colleague, a cell biologist 

and a Roman Catholic sister, who says, “Ritual and the Mass, I can take or leave, but put me 

behind a microscope and there’s my religion.” 

Additionally, I have become increasingly troubled by the misuses and misconceptions of 

science and the scientific method. This results from living in a country where too many people 

associate evolutionary theory with a liberal conspiracy contributing to the downfall of society, a 

country in which scientific findings are too often disregarded as mere opinion, and I might add, a 

country where the scientific education of the children lags behind many other countries. 

At the same time, I have not been convinced by so-called scientific efforts to prove the 

existence of the divine. Ironically, a few years ago, I had to admit to myself that my search for 

an evolutionary spirituality was taking me in this latter direction, of attempting to use the 

scientific method to prove something that cannot be proven, but rather can only be believed. 

Usually faith’ refers to beliefs that are accepted without empirical 
evidence. Most religions have tenets of faith. Science differs from religion 

because it is the nature of science to test and retest explanations against the 

natural world. Thus scientific explanations are likely to be built on and modified 

with new information and new ways of looking at old information. This is quite 

different from most religious beliefs.  



Therefore, belief is not really an appropriate term to use in science, 
because testing is such an important part of this way of knowing. If there is a 
component of faith to science, it is the assumption that the universe operates 

according to regularities — for example, that the speed of light will not change 
tomorrow. Even the assumption of that regularity is tested — and thus far has held 

up well. This faith’ is very different from religious faith. 
Science is a way of knowing about the natural world. It is limited to 

explaining the natural world through natural causes. Science can say nothing 

about the supernatural. Whether God exists or not is a question about which 

science is neutral. 

- Teaching About Evolution and the Nature of Science, 
National Academy of Sciences, Washington, D.C., 1997 

In the executive summary of a report issued in 2000 by the Thomas B. Fordham 

Foundation, the author, Lawrence S. Lerner, made this observation, “That evolution is the central 

organizing principle of all the historical sciences is not a controversial issue among scientists, 

nor among most of the world's educated persons. Consequently, the teaching of science 

worldwide stresses evolution as a routine matter. The United States is exceptional in this 

regard.”® 

In this brief statement, Dr. Lerner highlights one of the serious problems with science 

education in this country. One hears concerns raised about the poor performance of American 

students in mathematics and the sciences when compared to students from other countries. 

However, it’s my impression that this poor performance is not usually linked to the content of 

what’s being taught, but rather to the comprehension of what is being taught. Yet, what good is 

comprehension if the subject matter is suspect. Conservative George Gilder, co-founder of the 

Discovery Institute, is concerned about content as well as comprehension, but he has another 

agenda namely, the inclusion of Intelligent Design in school curricula. In an astonishingly 

creative propaganda effort, Gilder offers this cynical assessment in the latest issue of Wired 

magazine: 

Our high schools are among the worst performers per dollar in the world - 

especially in math and science. Our biology classes, in particular, espouse anti- 

industrial propaganda about global warming and the impact of DDT on the eggshells of 

eagles while telling just-so stories about the random progression from primordial soup 

  

3 Lerner, Lawrence S. Good Science, Bad Science: Teaching Evolution in the States. Thomas B. Fordham 

Foundation, 2000. http://www.edexcellence.net/foundation/publication/publication.cfm?id=42&pubsubid=638 
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to Britney Spears. In a self-refuting materialist superstition, teachers deny the role of 
ideas and purposes in evolution and hence implicitly in their own thought... 

....The contrary notion that the world of mind, including science itself, bubbled 
up randomly from a prebiotic brew has inspired all the reductionist futilities of the 20th 
century, from Marx's obtuse materialism to environmental weather panic to zero-sum 

Malthusian fears over population. In biology classes, our students are not learning the 
largely mathematical facts of 21st-century science; they're imbibing the consolations of 

a faith-driven 19th-century materialist myth.’ 

It is enough of a challenge for students to learn and comprehend the information actually 

discovered by twentieth century science. This endeavor is made much more difficult by teaching 

evolutionary theory in such a way that students do not learn that it is at the heart of all the life 

sciences. This not only puts students in the USA at a disadvantage when compared to students 

from other countries, but results in an electorate ignorant of science and a public that cannot 

evaluate the threats to the Earth’s well-being, nor understand issues attendant to stem cells, the 

human genome, genetically-modified foods, and the “Star Wars” missile defense initiative, to 

name but a few. Evaluating these issues requires critical thinking, including an understanding of 

what a testable hypothesis is and how to separate good evidence from bad. 

Additionally, the argument that Intelligent Design is a theory (it’s not) on a par with 

Evolutionary Theory reflects, to be kind, a lack of understanding of the scientific method. Those 

with less naiveté, like Eugenie Scott, head of the National Center for Science Education see in 

the Intelligent Design movement an effort to denigrate science completely. Scott makes the case 

that ID is a wedge issue used by its supporters in their attempts to insert language in public laws 

and regulations that is inimical, not just to evolutionary theory, but to science, in general. 

According to the Union of Concerned Scientists website, over 5,000 scientists have now 

called for an end to the Bush Administrations continued efforts “to suppress and distort scientific 

knowledge and undermine scientific advisory panels.”" If the public does not understand what 

science is and what it does, how can an informed discussion even take place? How can citizens 

evaluate charges like those made by the UCS? 

  

? Gilder, George. “Biocosm-The technogeek guru of bandwidth utopia defends intelligent design and explains why 

he is a believer.” Wired. Issue 12.10, October 2004. 
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Countering the anti-science movement will not be easy. Evan Ratliff, author of “The 

Crusade Against Evolution” published in the latest issue of Wired, observes that the Discovery 

Institute execs are determined to use the teaching of “critical analysis” (learned by comparing 

evolution with Intelligence Design) to “reconsider the philosophy of modern science itself— 

9 11 which they blame for everything from divorce to the insanity defense. Ratliff concludes with 

what I think is a chilling observation. He writes 

The notion is noble enough: In a democracy, every idea gets heard. But in 
science, not all theories are equal. Those that survive decades - centuries - of scientific 

scrutiny end up in classrooms, and those that don't are discarded. The intelligent design 

movement is using scientific rhetoric to bypass scientific scrutiny. And when science 

education is decided by charm and stage presence, the Discovery Institute wins." 

It is far easier to reject the arguments of the supporters of so-called “creation science,” 

than it is to reject the arguments of the advocates of Intelligent Design. There is a seductive 

quality about the latter position even for religious liberals. For one thing, their appeal is to 

fairness; they invoke the democratic process, and it’s to difficult to disagree with this statement 

made by Stephan Meyer, director of the Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture: 

“Our culture has been deeply influenced by materialist thought. We think it’s deeply destructive, 

and we think it’s false. And we mean to overturn it.” 

Theoretical and experimental physicists are now studying nothing at all-the 

vacuum. But the nothingness contains all of being. 

- Heinz R. Pagels 
Though the originating power gave birth to the Universe fifteen billion years ago, 

this realm of power is not simply located there at that point in time, but is rather a 

condition of every moment of the universe, past, present and to come. 

- Brian Swimme and Thomas Berrry 

I remember hearing Huston Smith a few years ago. As I recall, his criticism of Creation 

Spirituality and Berry’s “Great Work” had to do with what he said was the spiritual insufficiency 

of their materialist basis. I think that a good bit of the criticism of the humanists in the Unitarian 

Universalist Association has to do with this and the perception that they are spiritually bereft. At 
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a conference in 2004, I listened to keynoter John Haught of Georgetown University make a 

similar argument, but he added a twist by using evolutionary science to make his point. (Dr. 

Haught is in no way a supporter of creationism.) Then there are scientists like Michael Behe of 

the Discovery Institute who “punt in favor of the supernatural” when there is not sufficient data 

to support the thesis at hand,'* thereby implying that in the end, it all depends on God, the 

Intelligent Designer. (It seems to me that it is the height of hubris is to think that the 

“Designer’s” intelligence must be just like ours, only more so.) However, there is an appeal to 

what Behe says, and one would have to be fairly well-read in science to refute his argument out 

of hand. I have hunch that a good many Unitarian Universalists could be persuaded by 

arguments like his and may wonder what the Intelligent Design fuss is all about and/or why it is 

so important. 

For over a century, there have been efforts to describe or resolve the relationship of 

religion and science. I find myself in the “separate realms” model. Stephen Jay Gould’s “Non- 

Overlapping Magisteria” or NOMA is an excellent representation of this. Religion and Science 

address the world in different ways and are best kept separate, although dialogue is to be 

encouraged. As I have continued to think about a new cosmology and also my work in Bowen 

Theory, I have come to see this separation as a necessity. When this separation is not 

maintained, the temptation is great to “read” the story of the Universe in the context of one’s 

religious story. Chet Raymo, science columnist for the Boston Globe, now retired, addresses 

this in a article he wrote for the Skeptical Inquirer. 

... The apparent antagonism of science and religion centers almost entirely on 

cosmology. What is the universe? Where did it come from? How does it work? What 
is the human self? What is our fate? Humans have always had answers to these 

questions. The answers have been embodied in stories—tribal myths, scriptures, church 

traditions. All of these stories derived from a raw experience of the creation... All of 

them contain enduring wisdom. But as a reliable cosmological component of religious 

faith they have been superseded by what cultural historian and Roman Catholic priest 

Thomas Berry calls the New Story—the scientific story of the world." 

WAY SHOWERS 
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“It is difficult to say when anyone ‘begins’ a career of discovery. The capacity to look at 

the same things others have looked at and to see things no one has seen before is probably part of 

an orientation to the world that is evident in childhood.” Thus begins the foreword by Michael 

Kerr to a book on Bowen Family Systems Theory.'® He was talking about Murray Bowen who 

developed said theory, but he might have been talking about Thomas Retry or Charles Darwin, 

each of whom, I think it fair to say, lived, and continue to live in the case of Berry, lives of 

discovery. He might have been talking about a host of others whom I had originally thought to 

include here, but instead have chosen to limit Hivselt to Darwin and Bowen: Darwin because he 

gave us our place in the universe without which we would have been blind to the New Story, and 

Bowen because his theory gives human beings a way to understand and live the New Story. 

Berry’s contributions are well covered in other essays, and I did not think an essay on his life 

would add substantially more. 

As for the others I had originally thought to include in this section, there were so many 

that it was difficult to know where to draw the line. It was like composing an invitation list for a 

wedding: if I include her, then I have to include him. And there is the problem about those 

whose names and work I do not know well or at all. Given that my intention was never to do an 

exhaustive inventory about where the Great Work is happening, in the end I decided to let the 

other essays in this collection determine who is included, and have chosen to weave the 

contributions into the essays in much the same way that they find their way into my life and 

thinking. 
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CHARLES DARWIN, 
THE MOST IMPORTANT MAN WHO EVER LIVED" 

February 12, 1809 was an auspicious day in the history of the world. On that day in 

Kentucky was born a man who would grow up to be one of our greatest presidents. That man is 

Abraham Lincoln, of course. And across the Atlantic, on that very same day, in the town of 

Shrewsbury, England, another baby was born. This child would grow up to change the way we 

think about ourselves and the world in which we live. His name: Charles Darwin. 

While much attention is given Lincoln, comparatively little is given Darwin, although his 

life and work has had, at least, as great an impact on us as Lincoln’s, and those without our 

parochial view, would say his impact has been even greater. 

To quote Donald Dennett in his book, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, “In a single stroke, the 

idea of evolution by natural selection unifies the realm of life, meaning, and purpose with the 

realm of space and time, cause and effect, mechanism and physical law. But it is not just a 

wonderful scientific idea. It is a dangerous idea.”'® 

Darwin’s idea was dangerous because it turned scientific thought and religious belief 

upside down. In our present day world, it is difficult to imagine how people thought before 

1859, but let us explore this for a few minutes. 

At the beginning of the 19" Century, science was not a separate discipline, but rather a 

speculative inquiry conducted by “gentlemen” (some called them “dilettantes”), often members 

of the clergy. This inquiry bore as close a resemblance to philosophy as it did to the science we 

know today. Because it was not unusual to find the clergy involved in scientific speculation, 

their assumptions about creation and the development of life on Earth were influenced at least as 

much by religious belief as by scientific observation. I might mention here that Darwin was 

trained as a minister. 

Darwin came of age in a society in which the prevailing explanation for the creation of 

the world was consistent with the Genesis account in the Hebrew Scriptures. It was believed that 
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God formed the Earth and created all flora and fauna. The dominant view was of “a fixity of 

species,” meaning that after a species was created it didn’t change. Because people noticed that 

things had changed, over time, this view was modified by various theories to account for 

evolutionary changes by claiming that God interjected himself (sic) and made necessary 

adaptations. For example, a “theory of intermittent catastrophes” (“Catastrophism”) was 

introduced which stated that there had been not one flood, but many, with Noah’s being the last. 

As each flood subsided, God introduced a new crop of flora and fauna more suited to the times." 

Observations of the sophisticated adaptations of living organisms led to speculation about 

intelligent design. Even today, we continue to hear an argument in favor of this theory advanced 

by those who claim that life on Earth could not have developed by chance, but must have been 

deliberately designed and/or set in motion by a master creator. 

Although Darwin himself believed in the sanctioned story of creation even as he set sail 

on the HM.S. Beagle, he had been introduced to other concepts that foreshadowed evolutionary 

theory. While the kind of “science” practiced up until this time may seem somewhat primitive 

by our modern standards, there were naturalists who made significant contributions to a theory of 

evolution. These include Darwin’s own grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, author of Zoonomia, or, 

The Laws of Organic Life, and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, who held that specific characteristics of 

species changed as a result of use or disuse, and also as the consequence of an irresistible pull 

toward higher stages of development. 

By the end of the 18™ century, biologists, noting that many animals contained remnants 

of functionless organs, tried to understand this in the context of a master design. Essentialism 

provided a means to do this. Each creature was thought to have essential properties that never 

changed as well as “accidental properties” that varied within the particular species.”’ In addition, 

comparative anatomists had noted that different species had similar structures, and claimed this, 

too, to be part of a uniform and unchanging plan of the creator. Even the ideas of the Greeks, 

and in particular Aristotle, had contributed to thinking about some kind of evolutionary progress 

using the concept of an orderly ladder with inanimate matter at the base and immaterial spirit at 

the top. Humans were placed with only the angels and God above, and all other creatures below. 

  

Jo Miller, Jonathan and Borin Van Loon. Darwin for Beginners. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982) page 15. 

% Dennett, op cit., page 36.  



Darwin, in contrast to many of his day, had shown himself to be open to theories and 

thought that contradicted his previously-held beliefs. (How many of us can claim this kind of 

openness?) For example, after reading Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology, Darwin moved 

from his belief in Catastrophism to a view of the Earth as a planet that had undergone and 

continued to undergo slow changes over time. He took Lyell’s book with him on the Beagle and 

while he was collecting specimens, he used it as a guide to study the geology and fossils of the 

areas he visited. 

In his concluding remarks to the first edition of On the Origin of Species, Darwin, in his 

own understated way, noted, “When the views entertained in this volume on the origin of 

species, or when analogous views are generally admitted, we can dimly foresee that there will be 

a considerable revolution in natural history.”*! His time on the Beagle changed the not only the 

trajectory of his life, but also of scientific and religious thought. 

Perhaps it would have happened anyway without Darwin. In fact, he was pushed into 

publishing On the Origin of Species because he received a manuscript from another naturalist, 

Alfred Russell Wallace, whose work mirrored Darwin’s. Sometimes when someone has done 

work like Darwin did on the Beagle, the thinking starts creeping into the culture, so perhaps 

Wallace would never have thought the thoughts he thought without Darwin. And no doubt, 

Darwin was talking about his ideas in the several decades between the end of the voyage and the 

publication of On the Origin... 

This is a way of saying that Darwin holds a unique place in human history. He was able 

to take thinking to a new level, and the truth of his work was not to be denied. Even though it 

took him a long time to finally publish On the Origin of Species, it took courage. 

Darwin’s real contribution was not so much in proposing a theory of evolution; it had 

already been recognized that species evolved and changed. Instead, his genius was in proposing 

a theory of how evolution worked. Species change over time by a process of natural selection: 

more organisms are produced than can survive; variations occur in offspring; organisms with 

advantageous variations will produce more offspring, who will then pass them on to their 

offspring. 
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Darwin did not understand how this happened within the organism. In other words, he 

did not have the key that genetics has provided. It would take Gregor Mendel to not only do the 

scientific study, but also propose the mathematical formulas that explained what was happening 

in his bean plants for the world to gain a beginning understanding of genetics. As better and 

better tools for scientific study have become available, evolutionary theory has continued to 

evolve. In addition, novel theories have been proposed, including Stephen Jay Gould’s 

“punctuated equilibrium” and symbiogenesis theory advanced by Lynn Margulis and Dorian 

Sagan, in which they surmise that cooperation rather than competition is the mechanism of 

evolution. Theirs is a fascinating theory which asserts that “trillions of communicating, evolving 

microbes” — is an organism that supports and sustains all “visible” life. Even we, humans, are 

expressions of the microcosm, being mostly bacterial as we are. Each of us is composed of 

approximately one thousand billion animal cells and ten thousand billion bacterial cells. They 

write, “The microcosm is still evolving around us and within us. You could even say.... That the 

microcosm is evolving as us.” 

That Darwin’s work has embedded itself in our thinking is evident in theoretical 

observation in the social sciences as well as the natural sciences. When considering this, it is 

important to keep in mind that Darwin never proposed the idea of “the survival of the fittest.” 

Darwin realized that evolution brings about change and adaptation, but it does not lead 

necessarily to progress, and certainly not to perfection.”? It was Herbert Spencer who thought up 

and advanced the concept of “survival of the fittest,” an idea which has been used in support of 

eugenics. 

Darwin’s thinking ran opposite to this. He refuted the idea that each species was created 

individually; this leads, it seems to me, to connection with other people and other species. By 

extension, the idea that all creation evolved from a single ancestor must say that we have much 

more in common than we care to think about, especially at a time like this when our leaders are 

busy distinguishing and distancing ourselves from other humans. 

Last week, the shuttle was lost and the seven people aboard it died. One, Laurel Clark, 

was a Unitarian Universalist, by the way. If you listened to the news this week or read the 

  

2 Mayr, Ernest. One Long Argument: Charles Darwin and the Genesis of Modern Evolutionary Thought. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1991, page 2. 

22  



papers, you know about the lives of every one of these seven. Americans — or at least, some 

Americans -- are so alive to us even in their deaths. 

However, when people die in Palestine or in the Sudan or in Iraq, they don’t seem so real 

to us. Their lives seem simpler, less important, if you will because they haven’t “evolved” to the 

same level as we have. They don’t appreciate the same things: they may never have heard Bach 

or Beethoven or seen a painting by Van Gogh. And it doesn’t take much to move this thinking 

into the ghettoes of our own land. This is the story I have been told all my life. It is the story 

about which I have to consciously remind myself that is untrue. 

A Palestinian mother loves her child no less than I love mine. An Iraqi or an Egyptian 

stands as the inheritor of a history of art and music, too. A father in the Sudan works no less 

hard than my father did. The poor are not poorer because they are defective; they are poor 

because those who have, have not seen fit to give out of the generosity that has been showered 

on them. Darwin is right on about this; he said, “If the misery of the poor be caused not by the 

laws of nature, but by our institutions, great is our sin.” 

At the end of his book, Darwin’s Century, Loren Eiseley wrote: 

One last thing, however, should be said of Charles Darwin... he was a master 
artist and he entered sympathetically into life. As a young man somewhere in the high- 

starred Andean night, or perhaps drinking alone at an island spring where wild birds 
who had learned to fear man came down upon his shoulder, Charles Darwin saw a 

vision. It was one of the most tremendous insights a living being ever had. It combined 

the awful roar of Hutton’s Scottish brook with a glimpse of Smith’s frail ladder 
dangling into the abyss of vanished eras. None of his forerunners has left us such a 

message; none saw in a similar manner, the whole vista of life with quite such a 

sweeping vision. None, it may be added, spoke with the pity which infuses these lines: 
“If we choose to let conjecture run wild, then animals, our fellow brethren in pain, 
disease, suffering and famine—our slaves in the most laborious works, our companions 

in our amusements—they may partake of our origin in one common ancestor—we may 
be all melted together.” 

Darwin was twenty-eight when he jotted down this paragraph in his notebook. If 

he had never conceived of natural selection, if he had never written the Origin, it would 

still stand as a statement of almost clairvoyant perception... There are very few youths 

today who will pause, coming from biology class, to finger a yellow flower or poke in 

friendly fashion at a sunning turtle on the edge of a campus pond, and who are capable 

of saying to themselves, “We are all one — all melted together.” 
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This is Darwin’s legacy to us. I pray we remember it, and live our lives as though we 

believe it with every cell of our being. 

Sing the one home, the gentle Earth, the grass, the sunlight, the eventide. 

We will make this small plot of soil, this globe, a messenger of meaning and peace. 

It will be one neighborhood, one home for this family... (Kenneth L. Patton) 

In a PBS interview with Charlie Rose, James Watson, co-discoverer of DNA, said this,” 

In my mind, Darwin was the most important person who ever lived on Earth.” “Wait,” said 

Rose, “Darwin was the most important person...More so than Einstein? More than...anybody?” 

“Yes...” said Watson and he continued, “...if you say that truth comes from observation and 

experience, not from revelation, which was the way I was raised, then Darwin was the first 

person using observation and experience to really put man (sic) in his place in the world.” 

Edward O. Wilson who also appeared on the program, joined in, “...if you go through the 

founders of great religions and you have to understand that they have just affected part of the 

world and they are in contention with one another, and it’s — it’s important but it’s not all 

important. Because it really — they really were basically wrong about where man (sic) came 

from and where — and — and how we fit in the universe.” Watson, again, “...But, you know, if 

you really think of it, he really was the first person that got it right.”** 

Later in the show, Rose asks about the anthologies of Darwin’s works, one with a 

commentary by Watson, the other with commentary by Wilson, and James Watson replies, 

“Well, they’re two versions of our Bible.” They go on to say that they didn’t rewrite Darwin as 

did the translators of ancient scriptures, nor did they hold any councils to decide what was true 

because “Darwin had it right.” 

Lacking all but the simplest tools to aid his observations, Darwin still got it right. Even 

the knowledge that what he observed went against all that he had been taught was true did not 
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cloud his vision. He had “eyes to see” and we are all better for it. Darwin did not found a 

religion, but he did what the great religions purport to do: he gave us our place in the universe. 

Each of us must sort the meaning and purpose of our lives, but we cannot do this without 

understanding how we fit in the greater creation. A daily reading of Darwin might be a good 

beginning. 

MURRAY BOWEN 

Rather than applying general systems concepts to the family, Bowen assumed that the 
family was a naturally occurring system. The word ‘natural’ refers to something that pertains to 
nature, to something formed by nature without human intervention. The concept of a natural 

system, in other words, assumes that systems exist in nature independently of man’s creating 

them. The existence of natural systems does not even depend on the human's being aware of 

them. The principles that govern a natural system are written in nature and not created by the 

human brain. The solar system, the ant colony, the tides, the cell, the family of homo erectus, are 
all natural systems. The human family systems sprung from the evolutionary process and not 
Jrom the human brain. We did not create it. We did not design human relationships anymore 

than the elephant or gibbon designed their family relationships. Family systems theory assumes 

that the principles that govern such things are there in nature for us to discover. 

The facts of Murray Bowen's life include the following: He was a native of Waverly, 

Tennessee. Born in 1913, the eldest of five children, he attended schools in Waverly and then 

went on to earn his Bachelor of Science degree from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville and 

a medical degree from the University of Tennessee in Memphis. After two internships in New 

York State, he served five years in the Army during World War II. Although he had been 

accepted for a residency in surgery at the Mayo Clinic, his wartime experience altered his 

interests, so he instead went to the Menninger Foundation for training in psychiatry. He later 

joined the staff there, but in 1954 left for the National Institute of Mental Health where he 

conducted a unique research project in which families with a schizophrenic member lived on the 

hospital unit. The project continued for five years before Dr. Bowen left to join the faculty at 

Georgetown University. He taught half-time while maintaining a private clinical practice and in  



1975 founded the Georgetown Family Center (now the Bowen Center for the Study of the 

Family) where he served as director until his death in 1990. 

These are the facts of his life, but they do not tell why I include him in the company of 

Charles Darwin and Thomas Berry, nor why I find his potential contribution to the Great Work 

so essential. 

Murray Bowen trained in the sciences as a medical doctor and then moved into the 

subjective discipline of psychiatry. Soon he began to “wonder why psychiatry was not a real 

science.” He wrote: 

In the twentieth century, psychiatric thinking has been based primarily on 
psychoanalytic theory. It considers the human as unique and different from other forms 
of life. The contributions from psychoanalysis have been tremendous, but it has never 

moved toward becoming an accepted science. I believe that has been blocked by basic 
formulations from literature, philosophy, mythology, and the arts. None of these 

disciplines came from scientific facts.” 

His questions launched him on a personal quest to find answers. He searched the 

literature of all the disciplines of human behavior including “science, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, 

psychology, sociology, anthropology, etiology, evolution, astronomy, philosophy, mythology, 

physics, mathematics, biology, (and) religion”. Thomas Berry’s critique makes clear that the 

aforementioned disciplines would have been expressions of the Enlightenment mythos of 

redemption through action of God and/or human effort. The sciences would have been the only 

exception to this, and as Berry reminds us, science was not totally exempt in this regard. 

What I find significant in the lives of both Thomas Berry and Murray Bowen (Charles 

Darwin could probably be included also) is that while both began their adult lives with a rather 

narrow vocational focus, each expanded his search for knowledge beyond familiar disciplines. 
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Not only did this enable each of these men to make significant contributions in his chosen field, 

but also to make contributions of universal significance. This is reflected in the following 

statement by Dr. Bowen, “On a strict level, I have not considered theory to be valid unless it can 

somehow be synonymous with the universe, the earth, the tides, the seasons, the predictable 

3326 cycles of life, and man (sic) as a reproductive, evolving form of life. 

As Dr. Bowen tells it, at first he could not conceptualize his learnings in his practice. The 

problem was the focus on the individual as separate and apart, not only from the rest of creation, 

but to a great extent from others of the same species no matter how close the relationship. 

However, when he made the move to the National Institute of Mental health, and was able to 

view the dynamics of whole families living together on the unit, “(y)ears of work suddenly 

became clear.... I could think about evolution and science.”?’ 

What Murray Bowen saw were living systems (families) that exhibited behaviors 

consistent with the living systems of other species. He knew then that a scientific theory of 

human behavior was possible, but such a theory would depend on designing an approach to 

research that would “keep observations on verifiable fact rather than subjective impression” as 

they had been for so long in psychiatry and psychoanalysis. Over time, he learned that there was 

an inverse relation between outcomes for the families and attempts by trainees to “solve” the 

problems of the resident families. Bowen insisted on confining observations to behaviors that 

could be objectively verified; loaded terms such as “depressed” or “well-adjusted” were 

eliminated. 

Dr. Bowen did not conduct group therapy. While he might have a whole family in the 

room, they would be arranged in an arc rather than a circle with the psychiatrist off to the side by 
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just a bit. He would interact with individuals, but the individuals did not verbally interact with 

each other during these sessions. This was and continues to be the practice in training, in 

consultation sessions and in clinical conferences conducted by the Bowen Center and by those 

trained in Bowen Theory. Talking with people individually may seem contradictory to a theory 

of living systems. However, his effort and that of those who carry on the work he initiated was 

to establish in the observer/researcher — and it is important to note that even a layperson can be a 

“researcher” in his or her own family — some distance from the emotional process of the group, 

so that that person could be more objective in their thinking and reporting about the group 

whether a family or a whole society. 

This thinking can be applied to Berry’s explanation of the response to the deaths from the 

plaque. It would be expected that the emotional process of the society, at that time, would 

become more and more anxious as more deaths occurred. Imagining that they were being 

punished heightened the anxiety of the survivors. However, by giving the massive deaths new 

meaning, e.g., that the victims were being redeemed out of the suffering of this world would 

lower anxiety levels. This can be observed in contemporary times by those who find peace from 

“knowing” that “their future is in God’s hands.” Looked at more objectively, these responses 

can be thought of as an adaptive technique to manage anxiety. While the content of myths or 

beliefs may vary, their function is the same, that is, to reduce anxiety to a controllable level. It is 

important to keep in mind that adaptations can improve the functioning level of an organism or 

system, or they can be a dead end. Thought of in this way, it can be argued that the redemptive 

myth could be a dead end for the living systems on Earth. 

As Berry points out, the redemption myth is still dominant today. One need only think of 

the reaction to the movie “The Da Vinci Code” to assess the level of anxiety in the certain circles  



about the challenge, well-founded or not, to long-held doctrines. I observe the same dynamic in 

the reaction to Al Gore’s film “An Inconvenient Truth.” At least some of those for whom the 

truth is “inconvenient” are doing their best to counter the film’s claims. Just the other day, I 

received an email forwarding an article that quoted several climatologists who refuted the 

science of the film. Following the link at the bottom of this article, I discovered a website made 

to look like a news page with a number of articles critical of the film and promoting conservative 

causes. I also “googled” the author’s business firm, and discovered that he acts on behalf of 

industry groups representing them before government and regulatory agencies. This, in and of 

itself, may mean nothing, but it does raise questions about the author’s objectivity. 

At the same time, there are others who take the film seriously, and because they do, their 

anxiety may be on the rise. I might observe that especially this summer with its heat waves and 

brush fires, it’s not all that hard to get anxious about global warming. However, I would venture 

to say that what no one wants to do is get so anxious that they are ineffective in the work that 

needs to be done. I think Bowen Theory can be helpful here. By understanding the functioning 

of living systems and making observations about how these understandings apply in human 

systems, there is the possibility that “we may keep our heads while all those around us are losing 

theirs,” thus we may be able to function more effectively. 

Because it is a natural systems theory, Bowen Theory offers the possibility of connecting 

people with nature. I think it is fair to say that most people in the Western World have lifestyles 

that severely circumscribe their encounters with unmitigated nature. As I noted earlier, many 

children grow up seldom experiencing nature except on a television or computer screen. All 

these people, however, interact with members of their families and others, and at least some of  



these people are interested enough in those interactions to learn about them. I’m an example of 

this. 

My way into Bowen Theory was through the work of Rabbi Edwin Friedman who had 

trained at the Georgetown Center and then applied what he learned to congregations. I was 

introduced to Friedman’s work at about the same time I was discovering Thomas Berry. That 

they each took seriously science and systems was the appeal for me; each presented ideas that 

were open-ended and that I wanted to explore more deeply. When I learned that Friedman had 

begun with Bowen Theory, I sought out books by Murray Bowen and eventually entered the 

training program. This has reinforced my interest in natural systems, and even if I hadn’t had 

that initial interest, I think that there is at least a chance that my curiosity might have been stirred 

up. Like any good scientist, Bowen himself insisted that the theory remain open “to being 

reshaped by new or more careful observations of nature.” 

In a presentation given when the University of Tennessee, Knoxville honored Dr. Bowen, 

Michael Kerr, now the director of the Bowen Center, made this observation: 

... I think Bowen is one of those people who has an extraordinary ability to 
maintain a distinction between his picture of nature and nature itself... 

... It is difficult to separate Bowen from the theory he developed... We humans 
are highly suggestible. We adopt our pictures of the world and its inhabitants from 
others, and our ability to observe rarely ever approaches what our nervous systems are 

capable of. Yet we are not all the same in this regard. Bowen created a theory about 

this. It is a theory about the characteristics of a way of thinking that is fairly open to 

seeing the world more as it is, the characteristics of thinking that is not open, and the 

characteristics of all gradations in between. The theory has several concepts about what 
influences this variation among people.” 

Speaking for myself, what is remarkable about this theory is that it makes me want to see 

nature as it is, and this includes in myself, in my family, in the larger society, and the theory 
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reminds me that this does not come easily, but that I must work at it. Bowen Theory offers a 

way to begin close to home, with the small picture of family, but it then encourages one to move 

out to get a wider perspective that allows a person to see oneself as part of a larger, living whole. 

A RELIGION AS OLD AS THE UNIVERSE 

Everywhere on planet Earth, whole kingdoms live in peace and abundance. 
From the plant ones to the swimmers, the crawlers, the flyers, and the four-leggeds, the 
first creatures co-exist without war. Now the human beings as well, have begun to learn 
through their brothers and sisters to live side by side cooperatively. Everywhere, all 

over the earth, human beings have gathered in small groups, laying down their 
differences and coming into unity...for a new age on earth which shall be the 

embodiment of every positive thought we hold in our minds, just as the old age 
embodied our fears. The construction has begun of a new reality, where the mysteries 
are revealed within each human being as s/he comes into harmony with the planet as a 

whole. We celebrate this sunrise. ..and the building of one Earth nation. 

I thought it appropriate to end this collection of thoughts with a statement the originated 

in the early 1980s in Indiana, Nashville, to be more specific. A quick Google search turned up 

nothing about the Church of Earth Nation, but the statement itself is not a bad one. As Catherine 

Albanese points out in her analysis of it, these few words reflect the nature religions that have 

found a home on soil of North America: Native American, Puritans, and Transcendentalists 

among them. For me, the listing of “kingdoms” (sic) brings to mind Thomas Berry’s language: 

To the children 

To all the children 
To the children who swim beneath 

The waves of the sea, to those who live in 

The soils of the Earth, to the children of the flowers 

In the meadows and the trees of the forest, to 
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All those children who roam over the land 
And the winged ones who fly with the winds, 
To the human children too, that all the children 

May go together into the future in the full 
Diversity of their regional communities.*! 

As our family awaits the birth of a boy, my first grandchild, these words have a special 

poignancy for me. Knowing his parents, I am certain that he will gain an appreciation of the 

natural world, and it would be wonderful if he could, from the very first, understand himself as 

one of all the children of all species on Earth, but how to foster that? This is a question of 

practice and it is the one that continues to occupy me, not just in relation to my grandson, but for 

myself both personally and as a minister. 

I had originally intended to call this section “Practice,” and to look at some of the ways of 

living that I think are consistent with the New Story. I’d even thought that might be able to 

establish a practice for myself and report on it. However, I find myself thinking about doing the 

same things that I have been thinking about doing for years, and continue to wonder if my life 

would really change if I were to find a practice and engage fully in it. It’s not that I don’t have a 

practice, but I don’t have much new to say about gardening organically, recycling, and belonging 

to a CSA, especially when I think I should be doing MORE! 

If IT am honest with myself, I would probably say that reading, thinking, and writing are 

my practice, as well as researching my family in the context of Bowen Theory. And I'm 

becoming convinced that this is okay. I experienced a sense of relief in reading these words of 

Richard Dawkins: “It is certainly important that some people, indeed some of our brightest and 

best, should learn to do science as a practical subject. But couldn’t we also teach science as 

something to read and rejoice in, like learning how to listen to music rather than slaving over 
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five-finger exercises in order to play it?>* I plan to do a lot of “rejoicing” because I plan to do a 

lot of reading in science. 

Thomas Berry counts science as one of the “Fourfold Wisdoms,” the others being the 

wisdom of indigenous peoples, the wisdom of women, and the wisdom of the classical traditions. 

Of the four, I think science is the most neglected in my Unitarian Universalist circles. It’s been 

my experience that while there are always a few people in our congregations who pay attention 

to science and read Scientific American faithfully (to use a religious term). However, the 

numbers of these folk pale when compared to the number who take part in group celebrations 

(other than Sunday mornings) very loosely based in indigenous traditions, usually Native 

American, Celtic or Wiccan. (I’m not certain where to classify the latter, but as practiced, it is 

benevolent and very much rooted in a certain constructed version of nature.) Additionally, 

Unitarian Universalists are very good at picking and choosing from the classical traditions. Like 

many other congregations, symbols of the world’s religions feature prominently in the sanctuary 

of the Fort Wayne church. We also have more women in the ministry than men. 

As I contemplate moving back into the parish in this interim year, I am giving a great 

deal of thought to how I might begin to talk about and participate in “a religion as old as the 

universe,” and I keep coming back to science, probably because I feel so ill-informed on the 

subject. To take Thomas Berry’s work seriously, one must experience a metanoia, a complete 

change of mind, and it seems to me that that change at its deepest is seeing the natural world for 

what it is and not what we would have it be. It is to become literate in the language of the Earth 

(which is what I think Earth Literacy is all about.) And as I understand it seeing creation this 
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way means learning about the Earth and the Universe from the most reliable sources that we 

have, and those sources are scientific. 

My challenge is how to incorporate these learnings into congregational life and in my 

own life in a way that celebrates the unfolding of the Universe in us, through us and all around 

us. I think I can do this. Ihave good resources in our hymnal and readings, and thanks to the 

ELM program, I’ve been introduced to many more. There are my favorites: Wendell Berry, 

Scott Saunders, Wes Jackson, Barbara Kingsolver, Terry Tempest Williams, and Mary Oliver, 

among them, and there are many others whose writing I have yet to explore. I think the 

challenge in teaching adult religious education around these issues will be to keep it interesting, 

but again, there are good resources: Thomas Berry, Chet Raymo, Stephen Jay Gould, Richard 

Dawkins, Brian Swimme to name but a few. In the 1950s and 1960s our children’s religious 

education emphasized learning about nature, and I wonder if we couldn’t do that again. 

The thing that I most treasure about my upbringing in the Roman Catholic tradition was 

the sense that religion was something to be lived, and not to be left in the sanctuary. For this 

reason, it is not surprising to me that Earth Literacy and Thomas Berry’s work have found a 

home in catholic communities of women and men. This element is mostly missing in the 

Protestant tradition, and it is a loss I have felt dearly. While I can be grateful for the richness of 

Unitarian Universalist tradition and the freedom that it gives me to do what I am doing, I miss 

that sense of immersion in a religious tradition. 

As I contemplate “a religion as old as the universe,” I think of it in terms of immersion, 

but of a sort of which one is not conscious. The story of the Universe would be in our bones; we 

couldn’t not act as if it were true because we would know no other reality. The people who are  



involved in Bowen Theory say something like this happens to them. Once you see human beings 

as part of a system, individual theories don’t work anymore. 

Several years ago, I read a book on Okinawans, a people who maintain their health and 

well-being into their nineties and even as centenarians. The book was ostensibly about their diet, 

but it was really about so much more: their activity, their close connection with kin and friends, 

and their religion. They were outside everyday because that’s where the spirits were, in the 

natural world around them. 

I experienced something like this earlier this summer. In the push to get our home ready 

for an architectural and historical tour, I worked day in and day out planting a perennial butterfly 

and bird garden in our front yard. I was aware that I was shaping or constructing nature — most 

gardening is — but I was also aware of something deeper that manifested itself in a sense of well- 

being and a longing to be outside more. Most of my life is lived inside and I consider it a 

“luxury” to work in the garden and only “allowed” myself to focus on it this summer because of 

the tour. This is all still new, so for now I am just wondering whether this “taste” of a different 

way of being will be enough to push me into a more integrated way of being when it is so easy to 

stay in front of the computer. I wonder if I will be able to walk outside in the dark as Miriam 

Therese MacGillis in the wildness of Genesis Farm. 

At the end of scholarly papers, the author often addresses directions for future study. I 

feel so unfinished with this that perhaps I should do the same, but I think I am heading in the 

direction where I need to go in continuing to define this “religion as old as the universe.” Itis a 

process that will continue the rest of my life. These words of Richard Dawkins express my 

sentiments exactly:  



The mystic is content to bask in the wonder and revel in a mystery that we were not 

‘meant’ to understand. The scientist (and one must remember that we all can be as scientists in 

our searching) feels the same wonder but is restless, not content; recognizes the mystery as 

profound, then adds, ‘But we’re working on it. 
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