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Transcript
Overview

Thomas Berry describes how modern humanity has become alienated from the natural world through
religious, humanistic, scientific, and legal traditions that separated us from the sacredness of Earth. This
estrangement has led to exploitation and devastation of the planet. In contrast, Berry invites us to
recover a new story grounded in the evolutionary universe, where every being carries a spark of the
sacred and participates in a great cosmic liturgy. He urges us to rediscover our Earth identity, honor the
rights of all species, and shape a spirituality rooted in awe, communion, and celebration of existence.

Introduction

Thank you, Barbara [Fleischer]. It's a delight to be here with you this evening. As we think a little bit
about our contemporary mode of being, we have for some time been alienated from the world about us
as regards its deep meaning. And for that reason, we have in recent times been devastating the planet
and treating the planet Earth as something to be used by humans. We have lost our sense of our Earth
identity, our sense of forming a single community with all living species. Our sense that the sacred
community is really the universe itself, and after the universe, our sacred community is the planet Earth.

We've felt alienated from the world about us to a large extent because of our modern sciences that
came in some four centuries ago, principally through people like Descartes who told us that there is only
mind and extension. What is not mind is simply mechanistic, that birds do not have an inner principle of
life, that the non-human world was there simply for human use and for exploitation, so that we have
lost the mystique of the world about us to lead us to a certain devastation of the planet. And it’s why |



would say that contemporary life is profoundly troubled because of one simple reason: the alienation of
humans from the world about us.

When we came to this continent, we had no idea of establishing a human presence in the wonderful
community of the North American continent. We had no way of deriving a spiritual discipline from the
continent. We had no way of entering into the mystique of the rivers and the mountains, of the great
Appalachian Mountains of the east, of the great Central Valley, of the mountains to the west, of the
Sierras along the Pacific Coast. We had no way of entering into the great Central Valley of the Mississippi
which comes into this area and has transformed the Delta region in such a profound way. We had no
way of responding to this, no way of seeing the Divine in this continent. Why? Because we had a book.
We had a bible that told us all we needed to know about the Divine, that told us all we needed to know
about a spiritual mode of life, about a spiritual discipline, and so we were unable to understand the
North American continent as a sacred world, as a place where the Divine dwells, as a place where the
spirit presence is for all pervading, where the river and the spirit of the river was a presence that
enabled us to enter deeply into life in its most intimate form.

Now a person has to ask, “How did it come about that we have become so alienated from the natural
world?” And this, | would say, is where we should begin tonight. How did it happen that we lost our
communion with this great and natural phenomenon, that we lost our sense of the sacred? | would say
it’s because of four transcendences. | would say that it is a vulnerability of biblical Christian religious
tradition. It’s a vulnerability of our humanistic background. It’s a vulnerability in our whole scientific
world. It is a vulnerability in every phase of our lives. But there are four main transcendences that put
the human outside of the rapport with the natural world.

The Four Transcendences

A Transcendent God

The first thing is this. In the biblical world, for all its grandeur, there is a—there is what a person might
call a danger that when we have a biblical world that constellates the Divine in a transcendent world and
you relate to the Divine by a covenant relationship, there’s something, there’s something unsatisfactory
about it because “covenant” is a juridic term and it was a problem of the prophets from the beginning.
From an early period in biblical history, you find the prophets complaining about the juridic dimension of
the biblical tradition. It went all the way through the biblical times. It went on into the New Testament,
and we read about it extensively in the Gospels, that strife against a juridic basis for the religious
tradition of Palestine.

And this constellation of a transcendent personal deity—created of a world, distinct from it—has the
possibilities of alienation. It did not cause it exactly, but it made it possible. And what was the
immediate effect was to withdraw a sense of the Divine in the natural world, and that’s why the book of
Genesis was written. In a certain sense, it was to— to bring about a sense of transcendent, personal,
Divine being in opposition to the sense of the Divine and the deities that were earth-oriented, earth-
present of a deities. And that too was not... It was needed at the time, we might say it was needed that
we should have a better sense of the Divine than simply the Divine as revealed in the natural world, but
this sense of a ... it led to a sense of what | would call alienation from the manifestation of the Divine.
Now that was overcome by the sense of creation that the Divine— it was, it was stated, particularly in
the Bible, we are presented with a world that was created by God through the days of creation. And
after each day of creation, God tells us that it was good and at the end that it was very good. And it



obviously carries the impress of a divine personality of the goodness and the beauty and all those
gualities that we associate with the Divine. And so it’s not directly due to the biblical text itself, but it’s
due to an emphasis, a question of emphasis, that tended to put a biblical scripture, a written verbal
scripture, above the manifestation of the scripture of the natural world.

Christians have always had the idea that there are two scriptures: there is the scripture of the natural
world and there is the scripture of the Bible, and we read these in relationship to each other. But this
was a first, what a person might call a... a new possibility arose of overemphasizing a transcendent deity
that talked to us in human language over against the sense of the Divine that we get from the sun and
the moon and the stars, from the birds that sing in the evening, from the flow of the rivers, from the
mountains, from the sea, and that immediacy that we get. A verbal scripture cannot be primary. A
verbal scripture cannot be primary. Why? Because as soon as it’s given in language it takes on the
distortions of language. It takes on of a specific human language. It involves a sociological context. It
takes on a historical moment when the revelation is given. It is so highly conditioned that now we have
to learn the language, we have to learn the circumstances in which the revelation was given, we have to
learn the historical moment. And so we have to constitute all these biblical studies in order to
understand and again to be clear about what the Bible is telling us. But that requires something much
more than the immediacy when you look at the stars in the heavens. And we get this in the Psalms. The
psalms themselves tell us that we learn of the Divine from the stars in the heavens, from the Earth, and
from the beauty of the Earth. If you read the 104" psalm, the great creation psalm, you find this sense of
the Divine in the natural world. Now keep that in mind. This is the problem that emerges out of getting
our religious tradition in verbal form over against getting our religious tradition in the immediacy of the
language of the universe about us.

A Transcendent Human

There’s a second thing in our tradition that we have to be aware of, and that is the humanist tradition.
Our education, we are proud of our liberal arts; we are proud of what we call the human tradition that
gives us a deep sense of what it is to be a human being in distinction with the natural world. And so we
develop our arts and our poetry and our literature, and we begin to educate to the grandeur of the
human. And again, this tends to override our sense of the human as integral member of a larger
community of existence and to put the needs of the human so vividly and to be so fascinated with the
human arts that we are alienated from the great wonder of the world about us and awareness that
there is only one society of the planet Earth—that is the planet Earth, and everything on the planet
Earth is a member of a single social integral entity. And this single social integral entity is primary, and
that humans are a member of this larger community of existence.

And that everything in that community has the rights to be. The human has its rights. the trees have tree
rights. Rivers have river rights. Not everything has the same rights, but everything has rights within the
context of a single, sacred community, and humans must not so emphasize the human that we forget
that we are members of a larger community that we are dependent on totally. We’re nothing without
the sunlight; we’re nothing without the air, with the bacteria that’s in the soil that enables our food to
grow. We are nothing without the earth that we stand on. We are nothing without the air we breathe
and all the other things that we need, with the food that comes through the soil and all that. So that we
tend to develop, out of our humanist tradition, we tend to develop an alienation from our primary
membership as being integral with the planet Earth.



The Transcendent Mind

Now there’s a third thing that comes into the picture, | mentioned before, that tends to alienate us from
our integral relationship with the natural world and our approach to the Divine through the world about
us. And this is the, as | mentioned before, the modern scientific world that developed a sense of the
world being divided between mind and extension as occurred with Descartes, and developed further by
Francis Bacon, and by people such as the other scientists of the period that’s beginning with Galileo,
Newton, and on down to the present time. So that’s the third sense of what | would call making the
human transcendent to the natural world. These are the three first things.

Our Transcendent Rights

Now the fourth thing has to do with the modern sense of transcendence that we get from our emphasis
on the legal traditions of the West, such as our Constitution. Our Constitution is written for humans—
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” for humans—with no rights granted to the non-human. And
so we tend again to put the human in what | would call a transcendent position as regards the natural
world.

Understanding the Universe in a New Way

In our modern understanding of science, and this is coming to the basic issue that we are dealing with
this evening, and that is the need to understand the universe in a new way. In our religious tradition, we
have a biblical type understanding of the universe and this universe that is a universe that moves in
ever-renewing seasonal cycles. And here is the real difficulty that we face: it's a new sense of the
universe and how the universe came into being. We have, for the first time, we have a really new story
of the universe. All traditional people, including the biblical world, lived in a world that moved in
seasonal ever-renewing time. We live in a universe which we have now learned is an emergent universe
that proceeds by a sequence of transformation episodes from the less complex to greater complexity,
from lesser consciousness to greater consciousness, lesser freedoms to greater freedoms in the larger
arc of the evolutionary process.

Now this constitutes our sacred story of the universe. This is our great revelatory experience. It’s
difficult for us to accept it, but that is the crisis of religion. This is the crisis of our sense of the Divine
because the Divine is present to us through the world that we see about us. As St. Paul says in the first
chapter of the epistle to the Romans: “Through the things that are made, through the visible world, we
come to know the invisible things of the Divine.” Through the visible world we come to know the
invisible world that is beyond our immediate apprehension through the experience of the world about
us.

So this new sense of the universe needs to be understood. It needs to be understood as from the
beginning having a spiritual dimension as well as a physical dimension, and that is the difficulty. The
scientists have told us that the universe emerged into being in some mysterious way, but it is a simple
mechanistic process that can be known by quantitative measurements and put into scientific formula.
Now, in such a universe, if we have simply that, then obviously there is no way in which a spiritual being
could come into existence in such a context, because if you have only mechanistic forces, you can never
pass from the mechanistic to the trans-mechanistic, to the spiritual. But the necessity is that we
understand that the universe from the beginning had a spiritual dimension. It was, in a sense, it was a
minimal mode of consciousness, but every being has an inner presentation of the great mystery of



existence. Anything that exists reveals the Divine. Everything that exists has a certain divine aspect. As
Saint Thomas tells us, whereas the living world has a soul of the living world by definition is an ensouled
world. It is a living soul; it's not a human soul. But a soul by definition is the form of a living organic body,
so that anything that is living by definition has a soul. But that which is not living has a form, and that
form, St. Thomas says, is the Divine in things, whether it is an atom or subatomic particle, whether it is a
molecule, whether it is some of the lesser forms of life. Whatever it is, it has a form, and that form is
itself trans-material. Form, as such, is trans-material.

For instance, in the living world, take an acorn. A scientist can analyze the genetic coding of an acorn. It
can give you the formula of life and give you a sequence of stages whereby an acorn can grow into an
oak tree, but it cannot give you the principle that enables that complexity of a genetic coding to function
as a unity in doing all those multiple operations as a single organized process. It sends down the roots, it
raises the trunk that put forth the limbs and the leaves, and each leaf is different, and then to bring up
enormous quantities of water and minerals in order for that tree to give expression to itself. That's done
by a trans-material, a form of the tree. You only know it by intelligence. There is no way you can feel it,
no way you can see it, no way you can hear it, no way you can touch it. But we know, and this is a very
simple insight, that the complexity cannot function together except in virtue of some unifying principle,
some unifying force.

Experiencing the Universe as Sacred

So, going back then to the question of the universe that we live in and the organic universe—an
emergent, evolutionary process—this is, | would suggest, the specific sacred story of our time. And it is
an urgency that we begin to experience the universe as sacred once again. If we do not do this, then |
think that we will continue to disrupt the planet. We will continue to devastate the forests, we will
continue to overuse the soils, we will continue to damn the rivers, we will continue to lose the species
on Earth that make it the beautiful, wonderful world that we have before us. There are 25,000 different
plant species that presently are in danger. In the estimate of some biologists, we are losing species at
the rate of some thousands each year, whereas before we would be losing species— in earlier days it’s
calculated perhaps one a century. And species would come into being, pass out of existence because
species are not eternal, but they were being replaced constantly. But these are not being replaced, and
what we need—what we must have—is a sense of rapport, a sense of the sacred, a sense of the mystical
dimension of things. And we must learn our spirituality, we must learn our religion, we must learn our
sense of values from the world about us. We must overcome what | call the autism. We, as | mentioned,
when we came here, we were, in a sense, autistic. By that | mean that we were unable to have an
intimate rapport with the world about us. And not having an intimate rapport with the world about us,
almost as soon as we came to this continent, we began to devastate it.

We are, however, in the process, and this is one of the great contributions that was made by the great
thinker of the earlier part of this century called Teilhard de Chardin. Here’s a Christian, he was a Jesuit,
he was the first of the Christian thinkers in our times to do three things. He is the first one to tell us that
the universe, and he told it, he accepted the story of the universe that we have now. It’s the most, it’s
the greatest of all creation stories. And whereas the scientists have said that it is pure mechanistic,
purely random, and without meaning, that is, we don’t need to accept that. But we must. And | would
say that, if we follow the studies adequately, we must accept the fact that the data they present is valid
data. The universe is more than the 5,000 years old as we learn from the Bible. Well, | was taught that
when | went to religious instruction class in the early 1920s when you begin your catechism. “Who made



you?” God made you. “Who is God?” God is the creator of all things and of the world and of all things.
“How old is the world? When did it happen?” Well, perhaps 5,000 years ago or something of that
nature. That is the catechism that many of us learned quite early. But to understand, however, how old
is the universe? Is it important that we understand this? Butt this revelation that we have through an
emergent universe rather than a universe that was simply put there from the beginning in all its
perfection, it’s a change, but it is a very important change.

Now here’s one of the important things about our understanding of the universe at the present time
that is such of great importance. And it is that we are cousins to every reality that exists. We’re cousins
to every form of life because the universe begins in a very simple phase and then articulates itself
through a long sequence of transformation episodes. But it's one process from the beginning. We're
genetically related to all the other animal species. We’re genetically related to the stars in the sense that
the stars and ourselves emerge out of a single, unified process. And it’s one of the points that is
enormously important, even spiritually is because this tracing the universe back to its beginning reveals
to us the fact that the mysterious of power beyond that, the Divine origin whence all things come in the
beginning, that that it is one. It’s a single view of reality because if the universe was not interiorly
related, each part intimately present with every other part, then a person might argue that there is
more than one deity or more than one ultimate cause beyond the universe itself. But the universe itself
reveals that whatever origin it is, it is a single reality, that the Divine is ultimately one. It reveals also that
the world about us is a single world. And then one of the most mysterious things about the universe that
we know at the present time is that there are three principles governing the universe and the story of
the universe.

The first principle is this: the differentiation. Every being is a unique being. There are no two realities the
same. There are no two leaves on a tree the same. There are no two drops of rain or two snowflakes, or
two atoms, or two of anything that are the same. Difference is primary. And in the human order,
difference is such that each individual seems almost to be a different species. The uniqueness of each
reality is intensified as the complexity and the richness of the being is developed and the richness of the
species and so that each of us, each reality, brings to the universe something unique. And that’s the
sacred part of every being in the universe—of every atom, of every molecule, of every bird, of every
tree, of every leaf even and the sacred dimension of ourselves. Each of us brings something to the
universe that is unique, that is irrepeatable, and if we do not realize the possibilities within ourselves as
individuals, something is lacking to the universe that can never be replaced. There is a failure, so to
speak, that is beyond remedy, because no one else ever will be able to do what each individual is called
to do. So that is another aspect of this.

The Universe as the Great Liturgy

The third thing that is most important, | would say, has to do with the universe as the great liturgy. This
has been recognized from the beginning that religious rituals and ceremonies are the manner in which
humans enter into the great liturgy of the universe. The great liturgy of the universe is carried out in the
daily cycles of the dawn and sunset principally. The dawn and the sunset are the two true mystical
moments of the day when darkness turns to light, light to darkness. This is why that is such an intimate
moment with parents with children. It’s why we have morning prayers, evening prayers, because this is
a time of stupendous transformation. You get the experience of the night, the experience of the
darkness, the experience of the day.



Religious rituals are located in cosmological moments of the universe. Take Christmas, for instance. Why
is Christmas the 25" of December? Because the 25™ of December in the Julian calendar was the day of
the winter solstice. It was when the sun reached its lowest point. For us, it’s the 22" of December.
Before we got the Gregorian calendar, it was the 25™. And Christians didn’t know when Christ was born,
what time of the year the birth and the nativity took place, so they put it at that moment, the 25 of
December, because that was the mystical moment. It was a cosmological, mystical moment when the
sun, the darkness reached its greatest extent and light began to come back into the world. The same
with Easter. Easter is a cosmological moment that is determined by the spring equinox. That’s why this
relationship is so important, because Easter is the first Sunday after the spring equinox, the first Sunday
after the first full moon after the spring equinox. And so this brings us back into the universe.

Now, one of the things we must do with our new sense of the universe, which is a sequence of
transformation episodes, one of the most important things that we need to do is to create a new
sequence of liturgies because there are the great moments of grace in these moments of
transformation. The ancients had no sense of this. Their only sense of the cosmos outside of the Bible
was a cosmos that was ever-renewing seasonal cycle that had no beginning and no ending. With the
Bible, the universe had a beginning, but once it had a beginning, it moved in the same seasonal cycle.
And we are so committed to that, that when we learn that the universe is not exactly an ever-renewing
seasonal cycle but is a series of transformations that move from less complexity to greater, from lesser
modes of being up to the human mode of being, when we learn that and that it proceeded over vast
periods of time, then we don’t know how to relate to it. We know how to relate to the cosmological
cycle. Now, both of these are valid. Both are necessary because we do have the winter season, we do
have the day/night cycle. But we also have the universe that is going through these transformation
episodes whereby we came into being. Now the... and | consider these as the wonderful moments of
grace. | call it moments of grace because these, the cosmological moments of grace, these are historical
moments of grace and they’re cosmological in their way, but this, in our new cosmology, there is a need
to establish new rituals.

Now, there should be one at the emergent moment of the universe because so much depended on the
emergent moment of the universe. Because if that moment, if the emergent process had been a little
faster or a little slower by a trillionth of a fraction, the universe would not, would either have collapsed
or exploded. It had to be just a certain level because the two forces of the universe: the differentiating
force and the bonding force. If the differentiating was too powerful and the bonding was too weak, then
it would disperse and wouldn’t hold together. If the bonding were too strong, the dispersion too weak, it
would collapse into itself. If it were in equilibrium, then it would be fixated. So what did the universe
have to do? It had to be a controlled disequilibrium. And that controlled disequilibrium is what all the
accounts of the universe are all about. We live in a disequilibrium moment. And the great disequilibrium
momenta are the great creative moments because the renewal of things takes place in a special way.

There is one other moment that | would say we should celebrate. It has to do with the first-generation
star. The first-generation stars were composed of very simple elements, mainly hydrogen and helium.
These are the two simplest of the 90-some elements. Before we could have a planet Earth, before we
could have life, before we could have humans, we needed 90-some elements. Now how are we going to
get the 90-some elements out of the story of the universe? What has to be done is to, a collapse has to
take place of a first-generation star. There has to be a sacrificial collapse. Now the first-generation star
that collapses, it’s a supernova. In the book that Brian Swimme and | have written on the story of the



universe, we call it Tiamat to give it an identity in relationship to the earlier stories of creation in the
Mesopotamian region. But this star, we should have a liturgy celebrating the collapse of, and | call it the
sacrificial collapse of the star that created the 90-some elements and dispersed them into space. And
then, by force of gravitation, it comes together in our Sun and in these nine little planets around the
Sun. The Sun has over 99% of the mass of the solar system, but this, but it begins to have this or it has
these, this complexity of elements, and so these fragments of matter of the planets have a greater
complexity.

But the planet Earth comes through with exactly the distance from the Sun exactly—that is needed, so it
is neither too hot nor too cold—exactly related precisely to the moon. If the moon were closer, the tides
would overwhelm the continents; if it were more distant, the seas would be stagnant and life could not
come. Now, so all of these special conditions are fulfilled on planet Earth. And so | would say that we
should celebrate this religiously. We should celebrate particularly the sacrificial dimension of the, of this
first-generation star that made religion possible, made humans possible, made religion possible. | call it
a cosmological moment of grace.

There are other moments, too, when the development of the universe seemed to be at an impasse. For
instance, there were the earlier forms of life in the sea that broke down the water molecule and
released free oxygen into the air. But that free oxygen in the air was disastrous to all the forms of life
that then existed because oxygen was the most deadly thing on the planet Earth when it first came into
being. And it even ate the rocks. That’s why you have oxide, iron oxide, the ores of the Earth. It killed off
the anaerobic forms of life that could not live in an oxygen-rich world. But then, just at a certain
moment, a type of life emerged that could use oxygen, that could survive oxygen, and they could adapt
oxygen with the energy of the Sun and create food. And to this day, all living beings depend upon these
life forms, the plant forms, that are able to take the energy of the Sun and to transform inorganic matter
into organic matter. And there’s no animal can do that; plants have to do it. And so if we don’t have the
plants to do it, then it doesn’t work. So we need... that is again a moment of grace. A beautiful,
miraculous moment of grace.

And | was asked at one time, not too long ago, to speak on the wisdom of the cross in the Bible because
St. Paul tells us that the wisdom of this world is foolishness and it’s the wisdom of the cross is the true
wisdom. But | talked about that. It has to be understood correctly because if you take that literally, it’s a
disaster because—and | even used the language of sacrifice—that there is a wisdom of the universe that
comes, in a sense, before the wisdom of the cross. And the primary language of sacrifice existed before
the sacrifice of Jesus. It was, and that modality was already set in place by the universe. And particularly
the prototype of all sacrifice is this great sacrifice of this star that created the condition out of which life
becomes possible, our planet Earth becomes possible, humans become possible, religion becomes
possible, and humans can perform their type of sacrifice. If there hadn’t been the cosmological moment,
there couldn’t be the Earth moment, there couldn’t be the life moment, there couldn’t be the human
moment, there couldn’t be the Jesus moment.

And so be able to understand this and to enter into this is to not be able to deal with or understand the
world in which we live. It’s to live in opposition to, and to needlessly accept a teaching of mechanistic
people that tell us that it’s a meaningless, that it’s a mechanistic process. So, in overcoming this
alienation that we experience from the world around us, we need to look, to know these things. We
need to be able to tell the story of the universe to our children at night when we put the children to bed.
They need to—it's story hour; it's the hour of storytelling, and they need a child’s version of the story of



the universe that will be valid in the world in which we live that is something that is, is a consequence on
the inquiry that we have made into the universe. Now how do we come to know the way in which the
universe functions? We look at it. For the first time, after Copernicus in 16[th century], that is the first
time that people looked at the universe, developed a telescope, developed a microscope, and began to
really look at the universe, even the planet Earth. It wasn’t until Hutton comes along, that’s James
Hutton in the 18™ century, that we really began to look at the Earth and figure the Earth, it’s very
interesting. It’s not that eternal reality that’s just been there all the time and doesn’t have a story. It has
a long story. The Earth has a story of a four-billion-year story, but it— and that’s the genius of the period
in which we live. That’s a context in which we must be religious. It's the context in which our spirituality
needs to be expressed. And this— and when Hutton was examining in England the structure of the
layers of the planet, and at an earlier phase there was a French writer, Georges de Buffon, who had
ventured in his Histoire Naturelle, the 44 volumes of that was written, by looking at the planet Earth, he
began to figure that it's more than 5,000 years old. It's at least 80,000 years old. And then after 80,000
years old, then they began to count back and they see the fossils in the Earth. And then they begin to
relate these, and gradually, by looking at the universe—it's a marvel to this day with the telescope we
have now in space, the Hubble telescope that is seeing such distant marvels—and it’s discovered that
the number of stars and number of galaxies in the heavens is at least five times what we thought of at
first. We didn’t even know that there was such a thing as galaxies other than our own galaxy until the
beginning of this century. As | was telling a group recently, as regards the Earth, as regards the universe
in the time of Newton, he wrote his great book in 1687, and we lived off of that universe that he
presented, which was simply our solar system. And then we had the galax—the solar system, but then
we did know the galaxy. And that was the only thing we knew until the 20*" century. And all the sciences
were developed in that range. But then it was only in this century that we discovered that there was
more than one galaxy. And there are billions of galaxies. And recently we found that there's five times
what we think. It is just an entirely vast universe. And so when we think of creation, we think of
something that is overpowering to the mind. Even when we begin to get fifteen zeroes after a number,
or something like that, it escapes our imagination. So the vastness of it baffles us. Just like if we look at
the inner structural thing, if we pass from macrostructure to microstructure to the atomic world or
subatomic world, we go deep, deep into that. So this mysterious universe that we live in is an exciting
universe, but we need to be able to understand it in its sacred dimension.

Now there was someone named Steven Weinberg who wrote a book, it’s one of the most wonderful
books that was written about the first three minutes of the universe, the emergence of the universe, the
first three minutes. And he there he tells us, that the, toward the end, a strange thing he says, instead of
wondering and feeling a sense of the sacred in the mysterious things that he came to understand about
the universe, he says, the more you know about the universe, the less point it seems to have. | said to
myself, “He must really be autistic. He must really be unable to appreciate anything,” which brings us
back to something that is enormously important about the universe which has to do with: What is the
point of the universe?

Wonder and Celebration

If I ask any of you, I'd probably get a number of answers. But I'll simply say the only point of the universe
is celebration. Celebration. It’s what the universe is all about. The celebration of existence. The
celebration of beauty, of fecundity. The celebration of life. The celebration of flowers, the birds that fly,
the birds sing, fish swim, the flowers blossom, the rivers flow, and the mountains rise. This purpose, it’s



the inner purpose of delight in being, delight in the system and in all phases of existence. And that's
why, again, as Thomas tells us, St. Thomas, who was the great writer, he tells us, he was so fascinated
with the difference of things that he wrote very extensively. He was writing in the 13th century. And in
his greatest single work, which is the Summa Theologica, he has a great passage there in the first part,
and for those who want to know where to find it, it's Question 47, Article 1 of the first part of this great
work, where he says, why are there so many different things? He didn't know very much about how
much difference there really was. But he says, “Why are there so many different things?” And he says,
the reason why there are so many different things is that the Divine wanted to share itself.” It couldn't
create another deity, so it created a vast number of different things, so that the perfection lacking in one
would be supplied by the other and the whole universe together would participate in and manifest the
Divine more than any single being whatsoever. That’s a magnificent thing. So where is the sacred
primarily? The sacred is primarily in the comprehensive universe. That is the sacred world. And any
component of that, including the humans, including the angels, including every mode of being, every
mode of being is a member of the great community, and it is the great community that is the primary
Divine intention.

We can’t overdo. We can’t underestimate the human, we can also overestimate the human. It wasn’t
made for the human. It was made... the human is primarily for the perfection of the universe. And also
the universe is for the human, just like every part of the universe is for every other part of the universe
because nothing could be itself without everything else. Every atom is immediately in contact and
influencing every other atom no matter how many billions of light years away it is.

So that the... this sense of wonder, that’s what religion is. What is religion? It is a sense of wonder and
celebration. What is a spiritual life? It is a consequence of this fascination and this sense of wonder, an
ecstatic sense of wonder. Even children have this. And anybody, do you see a wild animal? Do you see a
bird? Do you see any of the natural phenomena? And there’s the first moment; it’s ecstatic. | wonder
sometimes how we can cut some of the great forests, do the clear cutting that we do. And my view of it
is that when you first see this and first experience it you have a kind of wonderment at the
fearsomeness and majesty of that. But then before we can do the clear cutting, we have to kill
something in ourselves. We have to kill something that’s deep in ourselves. We have to withdraw. We
have to escape from that ecstasy down to something very crude and something unworthy of us. And
only then can we do the type of thing that we do. But if we have, through the total course of our
Western history, been put into a situation of overemphasis on ourselves, but then what we do is say,
“It’s is a wonder, all that. But we can get some benefit out of it, and it is there for our use, pure and
simple. Therefore, we will cut it down.” And so there is that.

There’s one other thing that | would like to say, or a number of other things, but | don’t want to keep
you all night, but it has to do with the Trinity. The basic doctrine of Christianity, the most basic of all our
doctrines, is the doctrine of the Trinity. The doctrine of the Father, of the Divine, is seeing one reality as
a threefold process, which is given to us primarily in terms of the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit, which
are called the family analogies. St. Augustine talked about the... what was known as the psychological
model of the Trinity: thought thinking itself. It's a variation, but it, and the thought, the father, the
thinking, the son, and the reciprocal relation with the... itself and the Holy Spirit.



It's a variation but it can be. The thought is the Father. The thinking is the Son. And the reciprocal
relations with the self, the Holy Spirit. | would say that the universe that we know in its three basic
tendencies is our best model for the Trinity because the universe has three basic tendencies: the
differentiating, the inner articulation of each component, and the bonding of everything with everything
else. Now the differentiating would be an expression of the Father, which is the power of bringing things
into being. It's associated with the power of the Divine. The Son is the intelligibility, the inner structure
of things, or the icon as it is sometimes referred to because everything that exists has its own
spontaneity, its own voice. Everything tells everything else what it is. If a tree didn’t tell us it was a tree,
we would never know it. But everything radiates itself, so that the Son would be appropriate to that
second intrinsic mode of being of the universe that is to have inner intelligibility. And already anything
that has intelligibility is already trans-material because intelligibility is a psychic, spirit mode of being.
And the third thing is the bonding. Everything in the universe is bonded together with everything else in
this ultimate, total unity of the sharing of existence and the mutual supporting in existence that each
thing has in relationship to everything else. And that is best attributed to the Holy Spirit. The Spirit of
love.

So that we have in the universe as we now know it a wonderful way of understanding the doctrine of
the Trinity. We have the unity of the Divine in the great unity of the universe. We have a way of
understanding the wisdom of redemption, the redemptive wisdom, because everything comes out of
sacrifice, a sacrificial mode of being which made the universe possible and particularly made the Earth
possible, made humans possible, everything possible on the planet Earth. And it came out of the
primordial, archetypal sacrifice of that first- generation star, out of which the Earth and all things on the
Earth emerged. So we have the sacrificial dimension of the universe because everything eventually dies
into something else. We not only share our benefits; we share our being. Beings died to give us energy.
Eventually we, in some sense, we die and nourish the Earth or nourish other modes of being. And the
refuse of one being is the nourishment of others. So the great mysteries of the universe are inherent in
the universe as we understand it now, but | think in a more profound way than in any other story of the
universe.

Tell Them the Story

There’s one final thing | would say before entering into some discussion. It has to do with children. The
children need a story. What is it to be educated? My definition of education is very simple: to know the
story, and the human role in the story, and the personal role in the story, the Great Story. | was once in
Canada at Georgian Bay. The Indians invited me there, | have been invited many times to participate in
Indian assemblies. This time, | was, | think these were Chippewa Indians for the most part. There were
some Cree there, and some of the Six-Nation people. But, and | had been asked to speak; | wasn’t
entirely clear what was expected of me. And |, the night before, | was out looking at the reflection of the
moon on the waters of the bay. And the next day, when | went into the big tent and spoke, | said, |
wasn’t sure what | should say and | asked the moon, “What should | say?” The moon said, “Tell them the
story.” And then | asked the wind, “What should | say?” And the wind said, “Tell them the story.” And
before | came in the tent, | asked the clover of the meadow just outside, “What should | say?” And the
clover said, “Tell them the story. My story, the river story, the mountain story, the story of the seas, the
story of the birds. My story, your story, their story. The Great Story.” And then | said to the group there,
“The difficulty of my generation, of the Euro-Americans that settled this continent, is that they could
never hear, they could never consult, they could never be intimate with the wind and the meadow and



the grasses and the trees and the birds. And they never came to know the Great Story.” And then | told
them the story of the universe as we now think of the story but in words that they could understand,
and it was a unique moment in my life as Sam Porter, one of the Mohawk chiefs, when he spoke he said
that he had never before heard a non-Indian speak so much like his grandfather and some of the older
chiefs. And then he said, he turned to me and called me “Grandfather,” one of the great moments of my
life.

Now what is the point of that? The point is that the story is the important thing. Now, children, we don’t
really have a story to tell to children. And we are almost the first persons, the first communities in the
world that were never able to tell the story, a meaningful story, a guiding story, an inspiring story to the
children. And that is what we need.

Now, this sense of the story was, to my mind, the last great work of Maria Montessori. Maria
Montessori was one of the greatest teachers of the 20th century. She was the first woman physician of
Italy, and then she went into teaching the troubled children of Rome, and then she went on into
becoming an educator, particularly of younger children. And she has this, she gave this series of talks
that were later published under the title of Educating of the Human Potential. And there, in her
introduction, she noted that children, and this is what she wrote as how to teach six-year-olds, is that
the child is investigating the universe, and the child needs to be able to experience its own center at the
center of the universe and to feel that there is a way of dealing with the universe, that there is a way of
being in communion of the universe and feeling that the universe is there in a protective role.

And then she says how it excites the imagination of the child, how to enobles the child. And then she
tells the story of the universe very much the way | tell the story of the universe. It is dealing in 1930s.
And when we didn't know anything like the story of the universe such as we now know it because it is
largely in the work of America. It's largely the work of this last, of this century that we know the story of
the universe in such a detailed way. It’s particular gifts that the astronomers of this country have given
us as regards the macro phase structure of the universe.

When Brian Swimme and myself wrote, so far as | know, the first meaningful story of the universe out of
the best of contemporary, authentic data, because the scientists, strangely enough, can write essays
about the universe, but so far, they've never really written the story of the universe. And the story of the
universe is something more than writing essays about the universe. Now, look, when that book was
being printed, it's the first time | read this account of Maria Montessori. She even talked about the
Cretaceous period, but she talked about how the oceans were formed, how the continents were
formed, and the animals. And according to the data of her time, because the first book on the biosphere
had been written in 1928 by a Russian scientist, but she already was writing about the biosphere, about
the life community of the Earth. And she went on into telling the story of the ocean, the story of the
land, the story of life, and on into the story of humans. So, and she didn't write about it, she told the
story of it.

And |, at the time, | felt like saying, “Well, stop the presses; it's already done, no need to do it all over
again.” We updated the case, so to speak. But we really need to tell the story of the universe to our
children, because that is their salvation. It is our salvation; it's their salvation because the salvation of
our souls is dependent on our capacity for communion with the world in which we live, the outer world,
because our inner world is shaped by the outer world. And that's one of the reasons why the
devastation that we are bringing on our outer world is simultaneously a devastation of our inner world.



That’s most important. A devastated continent will produce devastated inner world peoples. And it is
this inability to establish rapport with an inspiring, ennobling, outer world is one of the basic reasons
why we have a distraught inner world of people, and why humans cannot be human if they are isolated
from the wonders about them and are inspired from them.

So, this great need is something that we need to think about, and to develop a sense of, and to
particularly, | think we need to communicate it to the children because the next generations are going to
have a very difficult time. They're going to see the end of the petroleum period. They're going to see,
when | was born there were less than two billion people on the Earth, one or two billion people until
1930. The younger people now are going to see 10 billion. They will see 10 billion. | was born into a
world of less than two billion. Things are moving that fast. The petroleum, which gives us our food, it's
through the fertilizers, which gives us our energy, gives us our transportation, our beautiful automobile,
that makes our highways necessary to some extent. All these things and all our plastic, it all comes from
petroleum. In their lifetime, it's going to be gone by the next 40 years, 40, 50 years. So there is going to
come difficult times, and they will need all the inspiration they can get. and whatever we can say for
them, and whatever inspiration we can hand on to them, will be, I'm sure, deeply appreciated.

Discussion/Reflection Questions

1. Berry says, “We have lost the mystique of the world about us, which leads to a certain devastation of
the planet.” Do you feel that this is true in your own life? In your community? In our world? Why
does the loss of mystique lead to the devastation of the planet?

2. Inwhat ways do you experience alienation from the natural world, and how might you begin to heal
that separation?

3. Berry speaks of the “four transcendences” that distanced us from Earth. Which of these do you see
most influencing your own worldview?

4. What does it mean to you to read the scripture of the natural world and the scripture of the bible in
relationship to each other?

5. Berry says, “Every being has an inner presentation of the great mystery of existence. Anything that
exists reveals the divine.” Name something in the natural world that is especially meaningful to you
and reflect on what it might reveal to you about the divine.

6. When have you felt a sense of the universe as sacred, or life itself as a cosmic liturgy?

7. Berry says that the point of the universe is celebration. In what ways do you participate in this
celebration?

8. He goes on to say that the spiritual life is the result of our sense of fascination, wonder, and
celebration of the world in which we are intimately a part of and connected to. In what ways does
this point you towards new paths for deepening your own spiritual life?

Journaling Prompts

1. Spend some time writing out your initial reactions to this talk. What moved you? Where did you find
resistance? Which one or two quotes specifically struck you? Why?

2. Berry says, “We are nothing without the sunlight, we are nothing without the air, we are nothing
without the bacteria that is in the soil that enables our food to grow.” Write out your own prayer of
thanksgiving for all of the gifts of the natural world that you have received.



3. “Each of us, each reality brings to the universe something unique. And that is the sacred part of every
being in the universe ... If we do not realize the possibilities within ourselves as individuals, something
is lacking in the universe that can never be replaced.” Write out the possibilities that you see within
yourself. Do you understand these as sacred parts of your being? What about other beings around
you? How might seeing your own sacredness help you to see the sacred in all things?

4. We need a story. We need “to know the story, to know the human role in the story, and to know our
own personal role in the story, the Great Story.” Begin to journal about your understanding of the
story and your own role in the story. What would you like to explore further? What pieces of the
story are still missing for you?

5. If you were to create a simple ritual to honor the Earth as sacred, what would it look like? What
elements (song, silence, gesture, offering) might it include?

Meditation/Prayer Practice

Read Psalm 104 and then go for a walk outside. Take in the wonders of the created world around you as
you reflect on the words of the psalm.



