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Outline for Cahokia Retreat 2008

Grace:  To become more mindful and integrate that the diversity of our planet is God’s glory of the universe.
I.   Introduction
     A.   It’s a moment of grace to discover that behaviors which consume and destroy the 
            natural world are rooted in traditional and cultural world views about the nature of 

            reality which are no longer scientifically valid or ethically acceptable.

 II.  New Explorations New Understanding

      A.  Scientific discoveries continue to reveal an expanding universe which is not only  

             material but also possesses a mysterious aspect

      B. We have also and need to recover a sense of the natural world as God’s initial 

            revelation

       C. New knowledge and understanding call us to leave behind inadequate views and 

            embark on a new journey of faith.

III.   Three New Insights

       A.  Recent discoveries have changed our perceptions of time and space

        B.  Unity is a fundamental aspect in the universe as God created it

        C.  Chaos and change are fundamental to the creation process

IV.   Revisioning The Reign of God

        A.  Understanding the three primary laws of nature:



1. differentiation

                         2. interiority


             3. communion

         B.  Realizing that human ordering of separation and rank have led to the disruption 

               of the basic unity of the universe

V.    Re-Visioning  Our Sense of Self

        A.  Our materialistic culture reveals a loss of connection to the unity of the earth

        B. Our behaviors have become addictive and difficult to change

        C.  Recovery of our basic unity involves our need for redemption, and expansion of 

              our perception of ourselves to include earth and the entire universe God has  

              given us

VI.   Becoming the Sacred Community

         A.  Reflection on various ways of becoming the sacred community

Thomas Berry in his book the Dream of the Earth laments the fact that we are in between stories and because we lack a good story, our world is deeply troubled. He goes on to say that the Old Stories told us how the world came to be and how we fit in it and made no pretensions at scientific explanation. However, the people of the Old Stories were intimately connected to nature .  They were very much aware of the land, the seasons and knew when it was time to plant, to till, to harvest, and to let the earth lay fallow.

The New Story tells us how the universe came to be, how our planet earth emerged from it, how our planet came to life, and then became conscious of itself in human beings. We are just beginning to understand ourselves in this evolutionary story.  We need to integrate the science with the mysterious to live the New Story.

Today, we need to become more aware that all human life functions----eating, breathing, working, playing---are totally dependent upon the existence and functioning of the entire web of nature.  Our capacity for thought, emotions, and sensitivity is dependent upon the existence of our awesome and magnificent planet.  Our very ideas about God are awakened by the experience of the universe as revealing its wonderful Creator.
 (Romans 1:19-21) tells us…”For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.  Ever since the creation of the world God’s eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things God has made….”

Yet, God’s fundamental order is being unraveled and destroyed by human greed, and humanity may be perishing with it. 
We have no idea how to make a living species or even the simplest flower. But with our increased technology we know how to alter and destroy the foundations for life.  The dominance of the human over the non-human world, the use of pesticides and chemicals that seep into our water systems, the extravagant use of petroleum for travel and heat, are all destroying the fabric of life.  Moreover, open pit mining, deforestation, desertification, building of dams, pavement, and so forth change the eco-system.  We do not know the immediate consequences of these changes nor can we adequately assess the devastation that it caused or know how to repair the damage.
God asks us to choose life. So as we learn more and more about the universe, how it began and continues to evolve and expand could it be that we are being given a new moment of grace in which God’s own mystery is being revealed?  

Perhaps God is inviting us to a new way of life which can overcome the crippling effects of over consumption, materialism prejudices and addictions and move us to a simpler way of being, thinking, living that is one with the unity of the universe. 

Just as the Israelites were called to leave Egypt and wander the desert in search of the promised land, so too, God may be calling us to leave behind an old world view, and to enter into challenging questions that science and technology raise about how God has been creating the universe.

“Developments in technology and the influence of the media continue to shape our daily living.  We have become increasingly aware of our planet Earth.  Scientists have begun to discover the great age of our planer, the vastness and complexity of outer space as it surrounds us, and the universal laws that govern all matter and energy.  This new knowledge confirms God’s immanence in all creation…” (New Jersey Catholic Conference, “Pastoral Letter to Religious Educators,” Statement of Catholic Bishops of New Jersey, September, 1992)

We need to remain open to the mysteries of God being revealed through scientific discoveries.  Conversion to a new world view could well make the difference about the future of life itself.  As Pierre Teilhard de Chardin said, “The task before us now, if we would not perish, is [to shake off our ancient prejudices, and] to build the earth” Building the Earth
The Six Nations Iroquis Confederacy wrote this statement:
“The people who are living on this planet need to break with the narrow concept of human liberation as something which needs to be extended to the whole of the natural world.  What is needed is the liberation of all things that support life---the air, the water, the trees---all the things which support the sacred web of life.

Lewis Thomas, physician and author had this comment:

Viewed from the moon the most astonishing thing about Earth is that it is alive…Beneath the moist, gleaming membrane of bright blue sky, it has the self-contained look of a live creature full of information, marvelously skilled in handling the sun (Lewis Thomas, author)

Our faith teaches us that God is revealed through the natural world (Romans 20).  Thus, the natural world has always been, and continues to be, a foundational way in which God reveals.  Jesus is the most intimate revelation of God in human history.  It is within nature and history that the incarnated Jesus is received as the unsurpassable revelation of God the Creator.  So as we discover new data about the natural world which bring about change, we are called to leave some of our old way of being behind and thus, need to chart a new way of being for the ecological lifestyles we must invent. 
In a sense, it is an Exodus story and just as the Israelites were led by God out of slavery, so are we invited to experience the liberating power of God, to leave behind that which threatens life, that which holds us in slavery.  At present the entire earth is caught in a new form of slavery: a view of reality which leads to humans consuming and poisoning themselves and their planet.  The question is: can the love of Jesus sustain us in an exodus journey out of this spiritual and ecological desert?
We need to be open to new understanding.  For instance, the new story of the universe dispels the sharp dualism between matter and spirit, and reveals the basic unity of the universe. Everything is caught in this unity: the stars, the planets, all of the teeming life forms of earth, and humanity itself.  Today’s discoveries tell us that what once thought of was only “matter” has a very dynamic dimension and its own interiority.  These insights change our perception of time and space, the basic unity of the universe and our concepts of chaos and creativity.  

Ralph Waldo Emerson so aptly stated,
“ The creation of a thousand forests is in one acorn.” 
And St. Thomas Aquinas wrote in his Summa Theologica that in every single creature “a trace of the Trinity is found.”

Our scriptures continue to give us new insights pertinent to our day and time.

This reading of Wisdom

Wisdom 1:12-15 “Do not invite death by the error of your life, or bring on destruction by the works of your hands; because God did not make death, and God does not delight in the death of the living.  For God created all things so that they might exist; the generative forces of the world are wholesome, and there is no destructive poison in them, and the dominion of Hades is not on earth.  For righteousness is immortal. 

These words are an invitation to look at our earth community in the universe afresh with our eyes open to God’s reign and hands ready to serve. 

As we study the universe, we observe that the universe reveals three primary principles or laws: differentiation, interiority, and communion. These principles also give us insight into the way God creates at all levels of existence.

Let us begin with the principle of differentiation.  The principle of differentiation is simply, “everything that is, is different from everything else that is.” There are billions of stars, all different; millions of flowers, each different from the other, each showing forth its own beauty.  Each snowflake, each person’ fingerprint is different from every other one.  Saint Thomas Aquinas tells us that differentiation is the glory of the universe.  He insists that the supremely beautiful is the integrity and harmony of the whole cosmic order.    
Thomas Berry explains how 
“the universe emerges as a differentiation process….From the beginning, after its brief period of almost formless radiation the universe articulated itself in unique, identifiable, intelligible, energy constellations, or patterns.”  Each articulation of reality “is unrepeatable and irreplaceable” from the subatomic particles to the galaxies, “from the iron core of the earth to the flower, from the eagle in flight to the human persons who walk over the land.”  The Dream of the Earth
Through the design of God in the evolutionary process the human emerged as a distinctive differentiation. In the course of history, as human beings developed their skills and traveled to different parts of the earth, further differentiation developed, such as language, culture, and outward appearances. 

Furthermore, from revelation, we know that humans are made in the image and likeness of God, and are called to a loving personal relationship with God and with each other.  It is our personal awareness of ourselves that enables us to relate to others, to God, and to the total fabric of the universe in a personal way. 
Yet, in our recorded history, there have been over 8,000 wars.  Could much of human violence---spousal abuse, child abuse, family feuds---and other sins be the expression of our refusal to honor differentiation, to relate to others in a personal way?  Would incidents of war, prejudices, racism, etc. be irradicated if we all learn that it is all right to be different; that, in fact, difference are the intention of God?

This brings us to the second principle of nature. This principle, interiority, means that each individual reality has its own self-organizing activity.  Whether we speak of a giraffe or an atom of carbon, the activity of each is proper to its order of complexity. Each carries within it an interior depth, a special quality, a mystery. Each of the individual creatures of the different species has its own interiority.  Each plant, flower, tree, insect, fish, animal has its own inner principles of being.  In other words each is a voice revealing some aspect of the divine that is not revealed in the other. 
Native Americans know this intuitively.  That is why, when hunting or cutting down a tree, they would ask permission to do so from the creature itself.  They took only what was needed, and respected both what was taken and the land which provided for their needs. 
Saint Francis of Assisi regarded all of God’s creatures so affectionately that birds and animals came to him freely and gave them family names, such as Mother Earth, Brother Sun, sister Moon, Brother Wind and Sister Water.  He understood their identity and tried to reconcile people to a harmonious relationship with the whole of creation. 
Each human being has his or her own personal and distinct interiority.  There is a deep mystery at the core of each human being, a spiritual center where God dwells.  Each human being, as every other creature, is irreplaceable and unique in a manner which far surpasses and yet repeats the uniqueness of every other creature.

However, our self-centered human behavior indicates that we have not yet developed the capacity to be sufficiently respectful and in communion with this deep, mysterious presence within each being of the natural world. We violate what we have not yet learned to reverence.  This deep deficiency within our culture is upsetting the very fabric of life itself.  

Let us look at the third principle of nature which is communion.  As we look at nature, the web of interconnection is everywhere. 
For every reality of the universe is intimately present to every other reality of the universe and finds its fulfillment in mutual presence.  The entire evolutionary process depends on communion.  Without this fulfillment that each being finds in beings outside itself, nothing would ever happen in the entire world.  There would be no elements, no molecules, no life, no consciousness.  The Dream of the Earth.
Even though each one of us, as well as each creature, and each atom, is different and has its own identity, we cannot be totally separate but ultimately are called to communion with one another. 

We participate in each other’s lives and in the life of the entire earth system. We breathe in oxygen and exhale carbon dioxide; most often plants do the opposite.  The sun and the plants cooperate with each other, through the process of photosynthesis, to make chlorophyll, which is the basis of life for other forms of life.  Every insect, bird fish, animal, and plant is totally implicated in the cooperation of each other’s existence and well being.  Humans cannot exist apart from this total life community.  
In our Christian tradition, saints and mystics experience and understood the connection of all creation and the deep communion of which we are all a part. 
The day of my spiritual awakening was the day I saw, and know I saw, all things in God and God in all things. Mechthild of Magdeburg The Flowing Light of the Godhead.

It is essential to remember and develop this capacity for communion, because the present destruction and extinctions that humans are causing are tearing the whole organism of earth apart.  In other words, rather than praising God for this wonderful communion, we are most often profaning it.  

Nevertheless, we can look at these dynamics, differentiation, interiority and communion then as God’s ordering principles---as the way God governs, or as the “reign of God.”

Because everything in the natural world is faithful to the three governing laws, everything is expressive of the governance of God, and so there is life.  Life, with the exception of the human, expresses and communicates this ultimate divine governance at all times.  
Because of free will, humans are the only creatures who have the capacity to freely obey or disobey the governing laws. However, when we are faithful to the three laws of nature God’s reign will become more of a reality on our planet.

Our realization that earth continues to evolve is a profound revelation.  All of God’s creatures are part of this revelatory process and all are needed, and the key to understanding to our origin story is the realization that earth itself is alive.  To continue to treat the planet as an object to be exploited, mined, redesigned, reengineered, consume or wasted is geocide.  
Thus our perception of self must be expanded to include not only family, community, Church, nation, but the earth and universe too.  The next stage of our evolution is to awaken the inner capacity for awe, reverence, nonviolence, mutuality, compassion, and justice that is needed for the human community and the community of life to go into the future as one single, living community.


“We human beings, with our ability to think and reflect, our self-consciousness, our capacity for communication and love, and our creativity in art and science, are intimately bonded in a relationship of mutual interdependence with all living creatures on the planet.  We are related to the whole great world of matter.  We are part of it all, form the giant supernova out in space to the tiny electron responding mysteriously to the presence of the human observer in a laboratory, from the rest whales of the oceans to the smallest insects of a rain forest.’ Denis Edwards, Jesus and the Cosmos.

Jesus taught us to be fully aware of and awake to the creative presence of God.  He evolved the notion of community further, and insisted that all people be respected regardless of their differentiation. Through Jesus’ total life, ministry, and teachings as well as his death and resurrection, the deep mysteries of the universe are revealed. 
Today given our understanding of the universe, we are coming to realize that all beings---the air, the soil, the rocks, the rivers, the forests, the birds, the animals, ---have a deep mysterious presence.  This unique presence both reveals God’s design and calls us to love and respect all creation. The earth is a single sacred community.  

“By virtue of the Creation and, still more, of the Incarnation, nothing here below is profane for those who know how to see.

Pierre, Teilhard de Chardin.  The Heart of the Matter
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