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I was asked to write an article on my experience at the Meditative Retreat that took place at the Cahokia Mounds in Collinsville, Illinois on July 22-24, 2008. My first inclination was to say no but I pondered the request a bit longer. I finally decided to write this article since I felt that I had something to say regarding the event. 
With the aid of my spiritual journal, I began what could be considered to be an “Examen Prayer”. While reviewing what I had written, my reflections centered primarily on the following three questions; what did this all mean to me, what is God saying to me through the event, and what am I to say in the sharing of my story regarding the Cahokia retreat?
John English, SJ, writes in his book, Spiritual Intimacy and Community, on the importance of telling our story from the perspective of memory (anamnesis - Greek word). He goes on to say, “The act of remembering, re-telling the story, is a much more dynamic experience in both Jewish and Christian life than the rather shallow notion of memory, as popularly understood, might suggest. The Hebrew Testament witnesses to the creative power of the word in Israel’s religion (cf. Dt 6: 20-25). Christians not only keep alive the past by re-telling the story of the paschal mystery, the Passover of Jesus, but they are themselves enlivened as they make the Passover with him, as the body of which he is the head.” (cf, Lk 24: 25- 32)
My Passover was enlivened by two events that I have come to believe are closely related to each other and build upon each other: the Cakokia retreat and the Ignatian Spirituality Conference at the St. Louis University on July 24-27. The conference itself followed the retreat days and it focused on the graces of the Third Week of the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, the Ignatian Passion, and the challenge of the cross in the 21st century. I will later attempt to explain in greater detail why I feel that these two events have a strong message for us today. 

Coming to St Louis to attend the conference had always been one of my dreams but, because of the distance and cost of traveling from the east coast of Canada to St Louis, it had always been impossible. It was only through a generous offer from my dear friends Elaine and Peter Regan-Nightingale that I could finally say: I am going! Conscious of my carbon footprint and taking the time required to get to my destination, I left PEI by train on the 19th of July arriving in Toronto the following day. We left Toronto on the 21st of July and drove to Indiana. After driving all day, it was a pleasant surprise to suddenly come upon a large majestic Church and several other buildings housing a monastery that were built in 1854 among the hills of southern Indiana. The Retreat/Guest house, part of the Arch Abbey of Saint Meinrad, would be where we would stay overnight. The guest house at Saint Meinrad offered us a quiet place to rest before the next leg of our voyage. It also allowed us to participate in the liturgical rituals with the monastic community. It was interesting for me to come to realize, once again, how we are all called, in a variety of very unique ways, in our search for God. 
The following day, we left the Arch Abbey and drove to our destination - Collinsville, Illinois. After settling into our rooms at the Holiday Inn in Collinsville, we began the first phase of what I have come to call, a pilgrimage. A pilgrimage is not usually a familiar term used in North America but it would seem to me that it expresses very well my spiritual experience. While in Rome, Italy, working at the CLC world Secretariat, I noticed that in Europe, many people of all ages where accustomed to making pilgrimages. They would travel to popular sites where, over time, people built a Cathedral and/or other structures or large monuments to identify a sacred historical event. I recall, some time ago, when a number of CLC members were asked to be spiritual animators at the Midland Martyrs Shrine in Ontario, Canada (see, www.martyrshrine.org/). The event was organized by the Jesuits of Upper Canada and was to precede the World Youth Day in 2002. ANIA (A French/Wyandotte word from the 17th century meaning friendship) was an invitational experience for the hundreds of participants from several continents, to be rooted in the Spiritual Exercises and modeled on the Ignatian pedagogical paradigm, with the hopes of deepening the love and passion for Jesus Christ by reflecting on the lives of the eight Martyrs (two lay persons and six ordained priests) that took place in Huronia, in 1669. 
On one of the six days at ANIA, we were organized in small language groups and given directions to walk to the site where Jesuit Saints Jean de Brebeuf and Gabriel Lalemant, were tortured and killed. On our arrival, we were given a short historical overview of what had apparently transpired. My responsibility was to guide the Italian youth group and in so doing, with my limited Italian, I translated what had been said by the Jesuit historian. Now that we had heard the story, we sat on the grass in the open space of this site with only a plain large wooden cross surrounded by tall trees and the singing of birds as a backdrop. We silently reflected on this event and on these persons who gave their lives to witness to the gospels. After the time of silence, I invited the members of my group to share, if they wished, on their individual experiences. Several persons shared their thoughts and emotions. I especially recall a comment made by one person in my group, “…but there is no Cathedral built here at this site?” The comment was well justified since I had a sense that this person could not fully comprehend this absence of a large structure. There was no need to give a reply. The comment was well intentioned because it came from one’s perception of what a sacred site should look like and how it should be adorned with some type of an elaborate building or monument.
I have come to believe that our attention can be drawn to our sacred sites in a more natural and simple ways while still continuing to be a source of inspiration for that rich historical moment. I really feel that it would not deter us from continuing to honour and value the sacred event. For many of us, the appreciation of the sacred dimension of a site and its interconnectedness to nature requires from us a change in perspective. One needs to see beyond the physical structures in order to become aware of the compassion and gifts of the Creator. The religions of both the East and West would concur that nature can be seen as a metaphor of the spiritual lives of others in our graced history. Chet Rayno, a science and nature author writes, “All my life has been a re-learning to pray, a letting go of the magical incantation, petition, and vain repetition instead of watching attentively for the light that burns at the center of every star, every cell, every living creature, and every human heart”.
The Cahokia Mounds in Collinsville, Illinois, chosen as the venue for our three day retreat, is protected as a historical site in its natural state by the State of Illinois. The Cahokia settlement respects the life and culture of the Woodland First Nation. Around AD 2000 these people settled and began developing as a highly structured community with a complex social and political system that grew to approximately 20,000 persons. We are told that the population began to decline and in the late AD 1300 Cahokia and its people were essentially abandoned. What happened to the Cahokia people remains an unanswered question, but depletion of resources may have been a factor, as wood, game, and soil fertility declined.

During our time at the Cahokia Retreat, the interpretive centre with its many displays, gave us the opportunity to contemplate the life of the Mississippian people, their habitat, and their culture. In addition to this, the “Green Team” consisting of Pat Carter, Lois and Kuruvila Zacharia, Maria Grimminger, and Ron and Janet Nimer guided us in the daily activities of the program in deepening our awareness of the sacredness of this natural shrine, the Cahokia Mounds. In a sense, the Mounds became for us a cathedral. The team members facilitated our prayer times and reflections with some visual presentations and images on the ecology and the history of our planet earth. 
During my walks throughout the Cahokia grounds, I came to appreciate the sacred dimension of nature. It was a time to recognise that nature involved all of us, that we were somehow and mysteriously connected to it and part of it. The birds, the wild flowers, the water flowing in the stream, the breeze blowing through the large elm trees, and the large Cahokia Mounds, all spoke to us as we became aware of the fact that the same energy alive in them is alive in us. At different times during our retreat, we would share, in a group, our individual sacred stories inspired and awakened by a new sense of being part of the community of life. The second round of our spiritual conversation offered us even deeper insights and revelations of God’s life among us. The Buddha said, “If you wish to know the divine feel the wind on your face and the warm sun on your hand.”
For some us, the next phase of the pilgrimage was soon to begin as we made our way (a few miles down the road) to the National Conference on Ignatian Spirituality at Saint Louis University. The four day Conference program was to be animated by the key note speakers: David Fleming, SJ, Marie Schwan, CSJ, and the sister and brother team of Eileen Burke Sullivan and Kevin Burke, SJ. Liturgical celebrations, music, and liturgical dance help us to enter fully and affectively in accepting our call in “the gift of the cross offered to us by God, the saviour of the world.” The daily program also included several workshops exposing us to a realistic look into the “Ignatian Passion of Today.”  Indeed, it was a sobering reality of a wounded world where we are invited to encounter the suffering Christ and a challenge to respond by joining with him in his passion, death, and resurrection in the 21st century. 
In his book, Secularity and the Gospel, Ronald Roeheiser O.F.M. seems to address the challenges of today, “…reading the signs of the times asks that we see the finger of God…A triumphalistic Church is being pruned, and all our objections to the contrary, we are in fact being ever more marginalized and humbled inside the culture. There are many ways to read this, but we chose to read it biblically: God’s finger is in this, and that finger, experienced in a present ecclesial kenosis, is directing us to let go of certain triumphal forms of power so as to take our place again among the poor and humble.” I would also add to this insight that we need to humbly take our place once again among a suffering planet earth.
In his book, The Great Work, Thomas Berry believes that we are standing at a defining time in history and our challenge is … “The response that we give must have a supreme creative power, for the Cenozoic Era in the story of the earth is fading as the sun sets in the western sky. Our hope for the future is for a new dawn, an Ecozoic Era, when humans will be present to the earth in a mutually enhancing manner.”
As I reflect more and more on these “signs of the times” and my pilgrimage to the Cahokia Mounds followed by the Ignatian Spirituality Conference, I see the similarities to what I/we are faced with today and what was facing the Woodland First Nation in AD 1300. I ask myself: was it a lack of response that eventually caused the disappearance of the Cahokia culture of that era? Thomas Berry goes on to say, “…the natural world demands a response that rises from the wild unconscious depths of the human soul, a response that artists seek to provide in color, music, and movement.”
REFLECTION QUESTIONS:
1. Do I and/or my CLC group visit wilderness sites, farms, or woodlots to see some of the natural processes of birth and death that surrounds us?

2. What social or ecological initiatives could I or my CLC group become part of in    my area that would step outside the political, social, and economic agenda?
3. What steps could I/we take to learn about the remarkable character of life on our planet earth?

