The Journal
of the Mercy
Association
in Scripture
and Theology

Vol. 8, No. 2
Spring 1998

~ Ecology, Responsnbnhty)
~ and Women S Splntuahty

-."'_"-_:_:':The Cosmlc Story

Chmstme Bucey Wzlde

We Have Sinned Against Creation
Marilyn King, R.S.M.

; The Femmme Way and Hope for the

Future =
Patrzcza Ryan, R S M

Ecologlcal Deterloratlon: A
Theological Reflection

Ray Maria McNamara, R.S.M.

Wisdom Becomes Torah
Alice M. Sinnoit, R.S.M.

Strands of Celtic Spirituality in the
Cloak of Catherine McAuley

Julie Upton, R.S.M.



Spring 1998

Dear Sisters, Associates, and Friends,

Ecology comes from the Greek word oikos, which means “household.” This issue
treats our way of being in the world as our household, our sense of the earth-home as
gift, our responsibility for sustaining it, with some spiritual and biblical resources that
INSpire our vision.

What is the logic of a women’s religious community taking up, as Sisters of Mercy
do, a special commitment to “act in harmony and interdependence with all creation”?
There is a significant body of writing and banner for activism which links ecology and
feminism, called “ecofeminism.” As a frame for environmental concerns, ecofeminist
theology focuses on the ancient metaphor of “mother earth.” According to the poetic
image which has served as muse for poets and dramatists throughout the history of
western civilization, the earth is considered a representation of female identity, and
human inhabitants represent maleness.

In the last couple of decades, theologians have recognized the transformative
power of this earth-woman metaphor. For environmentalists, two kinds transforma-
tions are interlinked, one that is geo-centric and one that is anthropocentric. Greater
consciousness of the dignity and worth of the earth will inevitably lead to improvement
in the political and social status of women. Abuse of the earth’s resources is the conse-
quence of a sense of entitlement which “subjects” the earth to man’s control. This same
value system of “subjection” is mirrored in the secondary status of women’s relation to
men. By correspondence, improvement of women’s lot is inevitable if sound environ-
mental policies are implemented. When exploitation of earth’s resources yield to poli-
cies of responsible collaboration, social policies which affect women will share in the
shift of perspective.

If the theologians, psychologists, and sociologists are correct about the equation
between treatment of the earth and status of women, then the environmental thrust of
the Direction Statement is especially advantageous. if we dedicate our energy to seek-
ing equality for women in church and society, we will become better environmental-
ists. As we become more effective ecologists, we will be engaged in changing the struc-
tures of power and domination so that women’s lives flourish,
along with the earth’s resources.

By this logic, crushing cans is part of the effort to promote
women’s equality in church and society. At the moment, we need
all the can-crushers we can recruit.

Sincerely,

blian W,@ S.%%.

Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S. M.
Editor, The MAST Journal




WHERE DO WE COME FROM?
Why are we here? How are we
related to others? These are
some of our most fundamental
questions and have been asked
by humanity since the dawn of
consciousness. This morning
we will explore some answers
as we relive the cosmic story.

[What followed was a read-
ing of three primal creation
myths: from the American
Southwest in the Hopi tradi-
tion, from Australia in the very
male-dominant Aboriginal tra-
dition, and from Melanesia. A
brief synopsis of the tales fol-
lows: for the text of each as
well as more primal myths, the
reader is referred to the book
Primal Myths cited in the bibli-
ography.]

Hopi: Originally there was
only Taiowa and the first world
of endless space existed in his
mind. He then conceived part
of himself as his nephew
Sotuknang who arranged the
nine-tiered world. Sotuknang
in turn conceived Spider
Woman who, with a mix of
earth, saliva, and creative wis-
dom, made all living creatures.

Aranda (Australian Abo-
rigine): This heavily male-
centered myth tells the story
of Karora who birthed all
things both animal and hu-
man from his armpits in his
sleep! He awakes to teach
them how to hunt and dance
and then falls asleep again

The Cosmic Story

Christine Bucey Wilde

under the Earth for all time,
dreaming.

Melanesian: In the charm-
ing story of Qat, Qat and his
eleven brothers are born from
a Mother Stone. Qat carefully
carves men and women from
wood and inspirits them with
drums and dance. He also cre-
ates pigs who feature promi-

cousins. Living and non-living,
we share a common beginning
in the explosion of energies
from which everything began.

So how do we tell our ver-
sion of the story? We begin as
do so many before us . . .

In the beginning . . .

The Originator brought
forth a universe. A tiny seed. It

The Originator brought forth a universe. A
tiny seed. It was so tiny that there was no
outside. There was no time yet, nor
space.

nently in this story! Originally
the pigs walked like humans,
but to avoid their embarrass-
ment at being mistaken for
human, Qat shortened their
arms and legs so that they
could walk on all fours. He
also brought night and taught
his brothers and creatures how
to sleep since they complained
so much that it was always
light!

So why do we tell these
stories? We tell them to find
meaning, to, in the words of
Swimme and Berry,! “enable
us to become present to the
larger Earth community in a
mutually enhancing manner
. . . We learn that we have a
common genetic line of devel-
opment.” Each living creature
is related; we are truly cosmic

was so tiny that there was no
outside. There was no time yet
nor space. At the moment of
the Big Bang everything be-
gan. Time began. Space began
to unfurl itself. All was energy.
There was but One Force
which was later to distinguish
itself in four aspects as the uni-
verse cooled. Particles flashed
in and out of existence and
nothing was permanent except
endless creativity. The laws
which govern the interactions
between particles were not yet
established; the laws of physics
had not yet congealed from
the Chaos. Every instant was
utterly fresh and new, its myr- -
tad possibilities realized and
extinguished in the same
moment. Everything in the
universe existed in this fiery



maelstrom. At the root of the
still oaks outside today are the
unimaginable energies which
had the power to fling a hun-
dred billion galaxies into the
night. And so it was . . . the
great explosion of everything!

The first era of what
Swimme and Berry called the
“Flaring Forth”? ended when
the universe cooled suffici-
ently to allow structure to
emerge. The One Force began
to manifest itself as four dis-
tinct aspects of force with set
intensities, The values for
these fundamental physical
constants could certainly have
been different. Had they been,

BUCEY WILDE: THE COSMIC STORY

During this frenzy of crea-
tion, two types of matter were
created: ordinary matter and
antimatter. Ordinary matter,
with which we are familiar, has
positively charged protons
and electrically neutral neu-
trons in its deep heart nucleus.
Orbiting far away (relatively
speaking) are the negatively
charged electrons, the whole
being held together by the at-
traction of opposite charges.
Such is the matter of which
you and I and the familiar
world around us is composed.
But there is another form of
matter that was abundant in
the beginning—antimatter. It

In the beginning matter and antimatter
were locked in a titanic battle for
existence. Had there been equal

quantities of each, there would have been
no surviving universe.

life may never have emerged.
So why this structure rather
than some other, equally
plausible one? Scientists de-
bate the matter fiercely; be-
liever scientists see the gentle
touch of Guiding Creator. In
this second era, the “funda-
mental architecture”® was set
for all time. The maximum
size of a dinosaur or a star, the
grip of a lion’s jaws, the height
of volcanoes on Earth or Mars
are all set by the magnitudes of
the electromagnetic and grav-
itational forces, and these
parameters were set very early
on. Had it been otherwise, the
immense richness of the life
we experience today would
have been closed off.

would look like ordinary mat-
ter were you to see it, but all
the charges are opposite. The
important thing is that when a
particle of matter touches a
particle of antimatter the re-
sult is dramatic: total annihila-
tion of both as the particlesare
converted into a shower of en-
ergy! Although there is virtu-
ally no naturally occurring an-
timatter today (certainly no
large-scale objects made of it!)
Thatwas not true in the begin-
ning. In the beginning matter
and antimatter were locked in
a titanic battle for existence.
Had there been equal quanti-
ties of each, there would have
been no surviving universe.

But there was a tiny bit more
matter than antimatter. Al-
though why is a question hotly
debated among cosmologists,
once again believing scientists
see the hand of the Creator at
work.

And this tiny excess of
normal matter, quite literally,
made all the difference in the
universe. One second has
passed.

The universe is steadily
cooling, and the lower energy
levels of this cooling universe
could no longer create parti-
cles out of the void as they
could during that amazing
first second. So as the maiter-
antimatter battle raged on and
annihilations continued, the
number of particles dropped
steadily. At the end of this ti-
tanic battle, only one-billionth
of the original matter in the
universe remained—and we
are it. The universe we see to-
day is that tiny fragment of
leftovers! Those particles
which had survived could now
endure.

Within the first three min-
utes, these now stable particles
could begin to enter into
bonded, enduring relation-
ships. A proton and an elec-
tron could become a stable hy-
drogen atom; two protons,
two neutrons and two elec-
trons cold arrange themselves
into a stable helium atom. The
first stable matter of the uni-
verse made its appearance.
These light clements are es-
sential for synthesizing the
heavier elements of which life
(and non-life for that matter)
are composed. If the early pa-
rameters had been different,
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the infant universe might have
made heavier elements in-
stead, and if life emerged at
all, it certainly would have
been drastically different. With
the appearance of these stable
atoms, photons of light energy
could finally pass through mat-
ter without being absorbed by
an energetic soup of particles.
The universe suddenly be-
came transparent.

Matter, however, was
dark, and space ever expand-
ing. The light which was now
free to travel moved at a fixed
speed as it does today. Light is
fast, but not infinitely fast. In
the vastness of space, light
travels at 300,000,000 meters/
second (or 186,000 miles/sec-
ond for those of you not fully
“metricated” yet!). This means,
for instance, that light leaving
our Sun takes about eight min-
utes to reach Earth. So we see
the Sun not as it is at this in-
stant, but as it was when the
light left the Sun eight min-
utes ago. If the Sun were sud-
denly to be ripped out of the
cosmos, we would have no
clue—for eight minutes at
least! This also means that the
farther away an object is in
space, the longer it takes that
light to reach us. Alpha Cen-
tauri, the nearest star to us
other than our own Sun, is 4.2
light years away. (A light year
is the distance that light can
travel in one year—about six
trillion miles.) This means
that light must travel for 4.2
years to reach us from that
star. So if you could see that
star tonight, you would see it
as it appeared 4.2 years ago

when the light left its surface.
So, the farther out in space we
look, the farther back in time
we look as well. We believe the
universe is about 13—15 billion
years old. Just recently, a gal-
axy was observed at 13 billion
light years away; what we are
seeing are events from very
near the moment of creation!

If that was all there was to
the story, the universe would
be an expanding collection of
energy and light, dark gases.
But it 1s not. So where did the

particle of matter everywhere
in the universe attracts every
other particle into a bonded
relationship. And one more
thing—gravity never quits.
So, in the beginning, there
were tiny fluctuations and ir-
regularities in the fireball.
Why? Another question to
drive heated cosmological ar-
guments into the wee hours! I
see it as the fingers of a crea-
tive God playing over the sur-
face of her creation. The
slightly denser parts felt a

We are, all of us, enmeshed in an
inescapable web of ingathering. Every
particle of matter everywhere in the
universe attracts every other particle into a
bonded relationship.

other 90 naturally occurring
elements come from? Thatisa
story about gathering, birth,
stability, and death.

One of the four faces of
the One Force 1s a force we call
gravity, and it is the ground of
the next part of our story. We
still do not know why there is
gravity, although we can de-
scribe it and mathematize it
well. We acceptitas a property
of matter, that is to say that all
matter possesses it. This is a
crucial point: every bit of mat-
ter, ho matter how small, at-
tracts every other bit of matter.
Gravity only gathers. Gravity
never, ever repels. Although it
weakenswith distance, it never
drops to zero. We are, all of
us, enmeshed in an inescap-
able web of ingathering. Every

stronger gravitational attrac-
tion and began to coalesce
into vast clouds, swirling about
their centers, endlessly in-
falling. These would give rise
eventually to the vast families
of star systems we call galaxies.
Our own galaxy, the Milky
Way, has at least one hundred
billion suns in it.

We also now believe that
at the heart of most (if not all)
galaxies is a roaring heart of
darkness which astronomers
call ablack hole. This rupture in
the fabric of space-time causes
the matter around it to fall
mto its voracious maw. This
infalling matter is shredded,
giving out intense energy as its
final song. This destruction
causes waves of high density to
ripple through the galaxy,



shocking parts of the gas cloud
into clumps which will be-
come stars—and perhaps sup-
port life-giving  planets.
There is no life without
death—no blossoming with-
out annihilation.

These clumps in the gal-
axy were also compressed in
the inexorable hands of grav-
ity. As a ball of gas is com-
pressed, however, something
else happens. Its temperature
rises. When that internal tem-
perature reaches a critical
mininmam of about twenty mil-
lion degrees Celsius, some-
thing quite remarkable hap-
pens. Hydrogen nuclel slam
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burst once again into bril-
liance-—100 billion galaxies
containing 100-400 billion
suns blazing in the darkness.
Every star in the night sky
1s a sun more or less like our
own. Although some are larger
and brighter, some smaller
and cooler, the process which
fuels them is the same. But
stars, too, have life cycles. Af-
ter its birth, a star settles into
its mature stage in which it is
delicately poised between two
massive forces: the nuclear en-
ergy pressing outward trying
to blow the star up, and the fist
of gravity trying to crush the
star out of existence. Gur own

Our sun is delicately poised between two
massive forces: the nuclear energy
pressing outward trying to blow it up, and
the fist of gravity trying to crush it.

into each other with such force
that their normal repulsion is
overcome. They approach so
closely that another aspect of
the One Force is manifested—
the Strong Nuclear Force,
which binds them together
into a new and heavier nucleus
called helium. In this process,
some matter is converted into
pure energy. This is the en-
ergy of the stars, pouring out
into space. This process is
called thermonuclear fusion.
At this moment, a star is born,
converting its very matter into
energy, radiating its essence
away into the vast cosmic
night. At this point in the
story, the universe which had
been dark for 100,000 years

sun has been poised on this
knife edge for 4.5 billion
years, and will likely remain so
for another 4 billion years or
so. At which time there will be
a last perfect day on Earth,
To understand where we
come from, we must under-
stand star death. So let us fol-
low our own Sun through its
dying. Several crises occur to
upset the fragile balance be-
tween those two great titanic
forces, but the biggest crisis
occurs when about 40 percent
of the Sun’s core hydrogen has
been converted into helum.
The fuel is running critically
low, and the nuclear fires be-
gin to cool. Gravity, ever pa-
tient, seizes the opportunity

to crush the core further. But
compressing gases raises their
temperature, and suddenly
new elements can be pro-
duced . . . carbon, nitrogen,
oxygen, and others. The new
higher temperature causes the
star to expand, temporarily
beating back gravity. But ex-
panding gases cool, and
cooler gases cannot resist the
ingathering of gravity. Locked
in a cosmic battle, our sun will
begin to pulsate, each pulsa-
tion becoming more drastic
than the last, and fatally alter-
ing our climate. Finally, in one
great outward expansion, our
sun will swell to a huge, cool,
reddish star called a Red Gi-
ant. But as the edge of the Sun
races toward us, our atmos-
phere will be blown away, our
oceans boil away, and the solid
Earth will be burned into cin-
ders. The edge of this dying
Sun will kiss the orbit of Mars,
and what is left of Earth will be
inside the Sun.

But cool stars like this
don’t have the intense nuclear
fires pressing outward which
can stand up to gravity. Slowly
at first and then ever more
rapidly, gravity will collapse
our Sun down to an extremely
dense object the size of the
Earth. This fiercely hot object
is called a White Dwarfand has
such high core temperatures
that all the chemical elements
up to iron can be produced in
its fiery heart by thermonu-
clear fusion. As it runs out of
fuel one last time, this dying
star will slowly cool until it is a
dead, lightless lump in space,
its outer planets robbed of
their source of energy.
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But if that is all that stars
did, we would not be here, for
the elements needed to make
the astonishing variety of liv-
ing things would be locked in
the heart of a cold, dead star.
It 1s the larger stars whose
deaths seed the possibilities of
life into the cosmos, for they
experience something unpar-
alleled since the Big Bang. As
they start to collapse during
the unstable phase, the inter-
nal pressures become so great
that the star explodes, flinging
its outer layers into the vast
cosmic night. We call this a
nova, or a supernova for the
largest and most spectacular
explosions. What 1s crucial for
us, however, is the realization
that it is ondy in this event that all
the elements heavier than iron
are produced, and then flung
outwards to be the seeds of a
new generation of stars. If you
are wearing any gold or silver
right now, touch it. Realize
that the only place that those
atoms can be produced are in
the death explosions of the
great stars. This is cosmic recy-
cling on the grandest of scales,
and these elements are essen-
tial to make the variety of life
and non-life we see around us.
Only the stars which blast
themselves into the night can
give rise to new life.

Our sun i1s made of just
such recycled “star stuff,” in
fact, it is now thought to be a
third generation star. In its in-
fancy, the Sunwas an immense
cloud of gases—mostly pri-
mordial hydrogen, but all of
the other elements as well,
thanks to the spectacular

deaths of the great stars. Grav-
ity, working slowly at first,
then ever more swiftly, inexo-
rably gathered this cool, dark
cloud of atoms together, Most
of the matter was compacted
into a lump, but the leftovers
circled this dark, young infant
in a disk. Lumps within that
disk also began to compactun-
der the hand of gravity, form-
ing the planets and their
moons, the asteroids and com-
ets—all the members of the
Sun’s gravitational famaily.

Earth was originally hot
and mushy. Heavier elements,
the gift of the stars, sank to-
ward the core, while the
lighter elements drifted up-
ward, forming the crust. As
Earth cooled and solidified,
early volcanoes blasted gases
of all sorts into the sky, includ-
ing water vapor. Eventually
the Earth cooled sufficiently
that the water vapor could
condense and begin to rain
down to fill the basins of the
lakes and seas. But this early

The most awesome realization is this:
every atom in Earth, except for primordial
hydrogen, was produced in the death
explosions of the great stars somewhere
in the galaxy. We are star stuff

When the internal tem-
peratures reached the critical
point, the sun flared forth into
brilliance, and the lighter ele-
ments were driven far into the
night, riding the firestorm of
newly released nuclear en-
ergy. The heavier elements
stayed close to home, forming
the planets Mercury, Venus,
Earth, and Mars. The lighter
elements were blown farther
away, forming the gas giants of
Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and
Neptune. The most awesome
realization is this: every atom
in Earth, except for primor-
dial hydrogen, was produced
in the death explosions of the
great stars somewhere i the
galaxy. We are star stuff! In lit-
eral truth, you are a child of
the universe.

atmosphere was a poisonous
brew of ammonia, nitrogen,
and methane. Frequent light-
ning sparked the brew into
simple organic molecules
needed to make DNA and
amino acids—and aliow life to
emerge from mindlessness.
Imagine the joy of God watch-
ing this unfolding whose seeds
lay ten billion years in the cos-
mic past!

One billion years of Earth
history have passed. The first,
primal cells called prokaryo-
tes have emerged, organizing
themselves and developing
the remarkable ability to en-
code information for the fu-
ture—how to make copies of
themselves. Life learned to
perpetuate itself. They devel-
oped chemicals with the



ability to absorb photons of
light to power their internal
processes. And, like all life,
they made waste products. A
new crisis lurked in the joy of
unfolding life. Their waste
products excreted into the sky
would transform the atmos-
phere, eventually making their
sort of life impossible under
the new conditions. "FThat waste
product was oxygen. In time,
their own wastes set them
ablaze on an internal funeral
pyre.

But life is nothing if not
resilient, and from the ashes
of the old, arose a new genera-
tion of living beings: the eu-
karyotes. These cells thrived
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dangerous margins, pushing
the limits for tolerance for new
conditions. The amphibians
and land-dwelling organisms
emerged, took hold, and pro-
liferated in bewildering
variety.

But violence has often
rocked the cradle of life.
Sixty-five million years ago
Farth suffered the latest cos-
mic intruder. A comet crashed
into Earth off the coast of what
is today the Yucatan penin-
sula, drastically altering cli-
mate and wiping out 90 per-
cent of the species on Earth.
The dinosaurs are the most fa-
mous casualties of that mass
extinction. In the void left by

By the time the earliest protohumans
emerged, virtually all of Earth’s history
had passed.

in the new oxygen-rich envi-
ronment, using the dangerous
power of oxygen for life.
These cells invented sex, de-
veloping the ability to unite
genetically disparate indi-
viduals to make a new being.
They also invented eating
other beings as a way of ob-
taining the nutrients they
needed. From them emerged
the first communities: the
multicellular organisms. At
this point in the story, some 80
percent of Earth’s history has
passed.

Six hundred million years
ago, the multicellulars arose
in astonishing variety in the
ancient oceans. Slowly, life
learned to live in the

the demise of the dinosaurs,
mamnals seized dominance.
Mammals, with their more
highly developed nervous sys-
tems, developed the gifts of
emotion, a sense of self and
other, compassion, and the
awesome capability  for
COMSCIOUSNESS,

By the time the ecarliest
protohumans emerged, virtu-
ally all of Earth’s history had
passed. Swimme and Berry
have a wonderful synopsis of
the progression of events from
this point.4 In summary, it
goes like this:

* 4 million years ago, in Af-
rica, protohumans stood
on only two limbs.

o

o

2 million years ago, they
began using their free
hands to fashion tools.
35,000 years ago, they
celebrated their existence
in cave-paintings.

20,000 years ago, they re-
corded their awareness of
the seasons and cycles
and natural rhythms.
12,000 years ago, they
shaped the patterns of
the seasons by domesti-
cating plants and ani-
mals: wheat, barley, and
goats in the Middle East,
rice and pigs in Asia, and
corn, beans, and the al-
paca in the Americas. A
secure food supply al-
lowed populations to
surge, and Neolithic vil-
lages emerged with their
settled life styles. Shrines
to the Great Mother be-
gan to replace the totemic
worship of animals.
10,000 to 5,000 years
ago, humans established
their basic cultural pat-
terns in language, relig-
ion, the arts, music, and
dance.

5,000 years ago, humans
learned to write, and in-
vented bureaucracy and
hierarchical relationships.
We began to make the use
of natural processes and
resources—big business.
As populations soared,
military establishments
arose to protect these var-
ied interests, and warring,
largely male deities arose,
supplanting images of the
Great Mother.

2,000 to 1,000 years ago,
the great universalist re-
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ligions of Buddhism,
Christianity and Islam
emerged.

* 500 years ago, the mas-
sive European expansion
began. But unlike
humanity’s earlier expan-
sions out of Africa and
across the Bering Strait
into the Americas, Euro-
peans found humans
wherever they went—and
subjugated them.

* From then to the present,
we see the rise of the
pation-state, democracy,
the Industrial Revolution,
and tfinally powertul insti-
tutions which span na-
tions: the multinational
corporations.

As human populations have
soared into the billions, we are
again changing the Earth: her
air, her waters, and her beauti-
ful stony face.

Richland Hills, TX 76182.

So where does the cosmic
story go from here? Will the
universe continue to expand
forever? Or, if there is suffi-
cient matter clutched in gravi-
ty’s relentless grasp, will 1t
eventually halt its outward
race and come together in one
final, cataclysmic ingathering?
We simply don’t know. But at
the human level, our future
must be worked out in the ten-
sion between the use and ex-
ploitation of Earth’s resources
and our desperate need to
preserve the well-being of the
entire Earth community.

Notes:

[This presentation was
originally given at a conference
retreat, “The Earth Pieads for
Mercy,” at Mercy Center in
Burlingame, California, July
30-August 8, 1997.]
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We Have Sinned Against Creation

I DIb NOT WANT TO WRITE
this article. Originally, when
the idea for it was posed as
part of a series on eco-
spirituality, I offered to de-
velop the topic of the devasta-
tion we humans have wreaked
on the environment. It was a
necessary part of the picture,
and no one else on the plan-
ning committee wanted to
take this segment.

Marilyn King, R.S.M.

this article which would be full
of sobering information, I
chose to see the assignment
through, motivated by our Di-
rection Statement’s urging us
to “act in harmony and inter-
dependencewith all creation,”
If we as an Institute are com-
mitted to address the ecologi-
cal question, we must admit
that we have sinned against
creation.

The earth is speaking to us and she is
saying that our treatment of her is putting
into question the survival of the human
species.

I dutifully began to read
and take notes and think about
the issue. I was not far into this
research phase when I began
to feel depressed and over-
whelmed by the enormity of
the destruction that is hap-
pening daily to our world. 1
was gathering much informa-
tion and the news was not
good. I found myself feeling a
little like the German citizens
who lived near enough to the
death camps to see the smoke
from the ovens, but knew sub-
consciously not to go any fur-
ther in searching out the rea-
sons for the fires.

Despite this personal
aversion to expending the en-

ergy needed to think through

Admittedly, the ecologi-
cal question of sustainability
came upon us suddenly and
with unprecedented speed. 1
remember learning about the
“water cycle” in high school
science in the 1960s, but the
notion that there could come a
time when that water cycle
could no longer be sustained
because of human interven-
tion was something 1 was not
taught, and I certainly didn’t
think of it on my own. The eco-
logical crisis found us little
prepared to understand the
dynamics of complex, interac-
tive systems and the force of
exponential growth. There
were a few prophetic voices,
but technological optimism,

economic growth and national
power, so deeply embedded in
the psyche of industrialized
nations, brushed off these
voices as either fanatic, igno-
rant, or just too threatening to
hear. This attitude toward the
prophets is far from gone.
However, the earth is
speaking to us. As Bishop
Anthony Pilla of Cleveland ob-
served, “When the beauty and
balance within creation is not
treated with respect, the uni-
verse in sense talks back to us,
demanding our attention and
response.”! And she is saying
that our treatment of her, es-
pecially in this century, is put-
ting into question, for the first
time in history, the survival of
the human species. This im-
pending tragedy is due, not to
natural forces, but to human
choices. The glory of human
achievement has become the
desolation of the earth. The
desolation of the earth has be-
come the destiny of humanity.
We are in the most trans-
formative period of human
history. In evolutionary terms,
we are at the end of the ceno-
zoic era, the span of sixty-five
million years characterized by
the development of mammals.
This is the era in which the
earth as we experience it, with
the beauty of plants and the
variety of animals, blossomed.
All this splendor has been
given to us as a one-time
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endowment and it is in danger
of vanishing forever. Some
parts have already gone. It is
up to us to make the transition
to renewed life or to total de-
struction.

The decision to save the
earth is urgent. To personal-
ize this urgency, picture some
pre-school child you know.
The life expectancy of this
child is roughly seventy-five
years. The resources of the
earth which we use for our
present standard of living are
expected to run out in about
sixty years at our present rate
of consumption and waste.
The consequences for this
child are frightening. What
can we do to save this childr
To change this rate of con-
sumption of our world’s re-
sources requires decisions to
be made in the next twenty
years, We are the ones to make
those decisions.

Other than the complex-
ity of the issue and the enor-
mity of the problem, a major
block to stopping the extermi-
nation of life on our planet is
the denial most of us are en-
gaged in so that we may cope
with the reality. Thomas Berry
writes:

We are unable to move from
a conviction that as bumans,
we are the glory and crown
of the Earth community to a
realization that we are the
most destructive and the
most dangerous component
of that community. Such de-
nial is the first attitude of
persons gTas]%ed by any form
of addiction.

Berry goes on to say that what
is happening to us is a massive
engagement in displacement

activities which help us escape
from the horror of the truth.
Thus, the rise in violence, ra-
cism, hedonism—projections
onto others of this shadow
which hovers over us.

There are ways of moving
through this time of transfor-
mation with hope, however.
Joanna Macy, writing in the
1980’s during the period of
growing consciousness of the
nuclear threat, stresses the im-
portance of admitting and ex-
pressing the enormous feel-

vironmentally destructive be-
havior, most of us could im-
mediately name many of the
principal crises striking the
natural resources of our
planet: pollution of our air
and water, global warming
and destruction of the ozone
layer, loss of top-soil, endan-
germent of plant and animal
species, destruction of the rain
forests—to name a few. Per-
haps some of us could even ex-
pand on these issues with
some statistics. For example:*

A major block to stopping the
extermination of life on our planet is the
denial most of us are engaged in so that

we may cope with the reality.

ings of fear, rage, guilt, sor-
row, and despair that the
global threat spawns. Because
there are such strong social
taboos against expression of
these feelings, they are largely
repressed. This leads to pa-
ralysis, a sense of isolation,
and powerlessness. To coun-
teract this, she advocates that
people come together to help
each other process the infor-
mation and the feelings con-
nected with the facts. In her
experience, when this pain is
admitted and processed, there
comes a release of the energy
which is needed to move be-
yond the pain and paralysis.3

What Are the
Environmental Crises?

Despite all our denial mecha-
nisms vis-i-vis our current en-

» Potable water. Only 3
percent of the earth’s wa-
ter is {resh and three-
quarters of this is frozen.
Over the past three hun-
dred years, global water
withdrawal has grown
more than thirty-five-fold
and is increasing. If the
world’s population
reaches ten billion by
2070, there will be no
more potable water.
Global warming. Because
of the volume of emis-
sions of heat from the
vastly increased energy
use of the industrialized
nations, the average tem-
perature of the earth is
rising. This is causing the
polar caps to melt and
the seas to rise. Some Pa-
cific Island nations have
already been obliterated.
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* Loss of top-soil. Since
World War 11, an area
larger than India and
China combined, 11 per-
cent of the earth’s vege-
tated surface, has been
degraded because of the
loss of top-soil. It takes a
thousand years to replace
one inch of it. In the not
too distant future, the
growing loss of topsoil
and the concurrent
growth of human popula-
tion will reach a point of
intersection and there
simply will not be enough
land to grow the food
needed for life. Ironically,
much of the top-soil is
eroding because of in-
creased cattle grazing to
satisfy our addiction to
meat.
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plants, which are sources
of food, medicine, shel-
ter, and spiritual inspira-
tion, But these precious
lands are being cleared
for agriculture, cattle
grazing, and logging.
They are being sold to
pay national debts. In
Papua, New Guinea, for-
ests are being used to
supply cardboard packag-
ing for Japanese elec-
tronic products.

* Vanishing species. Of all
the existing species of
plants, animals and
micro-organisms, we
know “only” about
1,600,000 of them. For
the past six million years,
we lost no more than ten
species a year. Today we
are losing about 10,000

When we destroy anything in
creation, we are diminishing modes
of the divine presence in our midst.

Destruction of the rain-
forests. Each day, 216
square miles of tropical
rain-forests are lost, two
acres every second. Each
year, acreage equal to
that of California and
Florida combined is de-
stroyed. These rain-
forests are the lungs of
the planet. They regulate
climate and the oxy-
gen/carbon dioxide cycle
which allows life to flour-
ish. They are also home
to a great variety of spe-
cies of animals and

each year, five an hour.
This is due primarily to
disappearing habitats.
From 1975 to 2000, it is
estimated that 20 percent
of all living species will
have become extinct. We
seem to be acting out the
anguished cry of the
prophet Hosea:

There is no fidelity, no
mercy; no knowledge of God
in the land . . . Therefore,
the land mourns, and every-
thing that dwells in it lan-
guishes; the beasts of the
field, the birds of the air, and

even the fish in the sea per-

ish.
As appalling as these statistics
are, perhaps the most tragic
victim of all is our human
spirit. As we destroy the treas-
ure of nature, we are simulta-
neously desiccating our souls.
Thomas Berry writes:

As the natural world recedes
in its diversity and abun-
dance, so the human finds it-
self impoverished in its eco-
nomic resources, in its imagi-
native powers, in its human
sensitivities, and in signifi-
cant aspects of its intellec-
tual intuitions.

The deprivation of the great
variety of animals and plants
shrinks our opportunities to
appreciate beauty, to study the
intricacies and wonders of na-
ture, and to contemplate and
praise the creator. When we
destroy anything in creation,
we are diminishing modes of
the divine presence in our
midst. The United States Bish-
ops point out in their docu-
ment, “Renewing the Earth”:

Our mistreatment of the
natural world diminishes
our own dignity and sacred-
ness, not only because we are
destroying resources that fu-
ture generations of humans
need, but because we are en-
gaging in actions that con-
tradict what it means to be
human.

If the wonders of the universe
bring us spiritual exhilaration
and aesthetic pleasure, exploi-
tation of the universe breeds
dissatisfaction and emptiness.
One of the most precious loci
of the divine presence is in
the poor ones of our human
family. Sadly, it is the poor
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who suffer most from the envi-
ronmental crisis because it is
their land which is being
stripped; it is their towns which
are toxic dumps; it is their wa-
ter which cannot be cleansed
of poisonous chemicals. Fur-
ther, it is the poor who suffer
more, even at attempts to rem-
edy the crisis because it is their
jobs that are affected and their
subsistence from the Iand
which is threatened.

What Has Caused This
Crisis Situation?

The complexity and magni-
tude of the environmental cri-
sis does not lend itself to easy
explanations of'its causes. Fur-
ther, an investigation into one
cause raises the question of the
cause of that cause. Still, it is
crucial to ask the question,
“Why?” if steps are to be taken
to reverse the patterns which
are causing such global devas-
tation.

Just as many of us are
aware of the various envi-
ronmental catastrophes around
us, many of us can name the
external causes. The burning
of fossil fuels emits dangerous
levels of carbon dioxide into
the atmosphere. Cloro-fluoro-
carbons in coolants are re-
sponsible for the puncture in
the ozone layer. Wide use of
herbicides and insecticides has
poisoned our waters. Dump-
ing of toxic and nuclear waste
has rendered land uninhabit-
able and poor neighborhoods
deadly. Over-fishing has de-
pleted our waters of marine
life. Unrestrained logging is
destroying our forests. Cya-

nide fishing, harbor dredging,
coral mining and agricultural
runoff are putting almost
three-quarters of our coral
reefs in peril. Unjust land dis-
tribution leads to clearing of
more land or overuse of the
same land. The negative im-
pact of war on soil, water, and
crops, not to speak of the loss
of human life, is tremendous.

Many of the causes for
the disruption of the ecologi-
cal balance of nature are intri-
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life and what it can’t find in its
own bio-region. For example,
if I want coffee in the morning
and steak at night and straw-
berries in winter, I probably
need to take these commodi-
ties out of someone else’s bio-
region. If I have the money io
pay for these and if “they”
need my money badly enough,
then my tastes can be satisfied.
But, of course, I need some-
one to package and transport
these foods and that assumes

The present world economy is not
bio-regionally based. This means that one
bio-region takes from another what it
thinks it needs for a full life and what it
can't find in its own bio-region.

cately mter-related. Bioregion-
alism illustrates this interrelat-
ednesswell. The simplest defi-
nition of a bio-region is the
immediate place where we
live. Every bio-region is a self-
contained nurturing matrix
which provides all, or neatly
all, of what each organism in
that region needs to sustain
life. In the natural cycle of life
and death, the various parts of
the bio-region live off of and
for the benefit of each other.
In a well-functioning bio-
region, resources are Ssus-
tained because they are used
only to the extent that any re-
source maintains its capacity
to regenerate itself.

The present world econ-
omy is not bio-regionally
based. This means that one
bio-region takes from another
what it thinks it needs for a full

that roads must be built and
airplanes be built. That means
more fuel emissions and re-
sulting pollution, not to men-
tion the fact that some bird
habitats are endangered be-
cause super-highways are too
wide for their range of flight to
cross. It is likely, too, that the
bio-region which supplies
these foods moves into one-
crop planting, since this is of-
ten their primary source of in-
come. But one-crop planting
cannot be sustained because in
nature everything is made to
flourish in diversity and differ-
entiation so as to build an in-
terdependent ecosystem.
This above scenario is but
a vignette of what is, in fact,
the trading practice of the
majority of the world. These
practices are neither ecologi-
cally sound nor sustainable.
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They have led to a monumen-
tal neglect of the world’s poor
and terrible environmental
disorder which cannot be at-
tended to because of the
crushing debts this economy
puts on poor countries.

There is one other exter-
nal cause for our present envi-
ronmental crisis that should
be addressed here. It is the
rate of population growth.
Paul VI recognized this facet
of the issue when he wrote:

It is true that too frequently
an accelerated demographic
increase adds its own diffi-
culties to the problems of -
development; the size of
population increases more
rapidly than the available

resources.
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There is a variety of ap-
proaches to this question. Im-
mediately, anyone whose con-
science has been formed in the
Judaeo-Christian tradition, or
any religious tradition for that
matter, will cite human selfish-
ness as a major motivation for
choices which satisty personal
needs and wants at the expense
of others. Bishop Michael
Pfeifer puts this reason in one
of his recent teachings:

We recognize the roots of en-
vironmental destruction lie
in human pride, greed, and
selfishness, as well as the ap-
peal of the short term over
the long term.

This greed seems more ap-
parent in nations and people

During this past century, we humans have
taken extensive control over the earth with
little regard for the integral dynamics of
the workings of nature.

Leaving aside the moral ques-
tion of family planning, the
fact is that at the present rate
of population growth and con-
sumption patterns, the planet
will not be able to sustain the
projected world population
sixty years from now.

Rather than listing more
of these external causes for the
current planetary crisis, let us
probe one layer deeper. Why
would our species engage in
habits and devise policies and
build machines which are so
destructive of the very life we
seek to improver Isn’t that un-
natural? Every other part of
nature seems to know better.

who are affluent. In the United
States, for example, the birth
of a baby imposes a projected
stress on the environment
which i1s one hundred times
that of a baby born in Bangla-
desh. American babies grow
up to own cars, use air-
conditioning, eat beef, and ac-
quire any new technology
which will replace the out-
dated. The Bangladesh baby
will probably live as frugally at
age fifty as at birth, if he/she
lives that long. When looked
at this way, it is not over-popu-
lation that is the fundamental
problem, so much as wanting
more. This greed has brought

us to a situation of grave injus-
tice. “It is manifestly unjust
that a privileged few should
continue to accumulate excess
goods, squandering available
resources, while masses of
people are living in conditions
of misery at the very lowest
level of subsistence.”1°

The industrial nations
(one-quarter of the world’s
population) consume three-
quarters of the energy and
produce 90 percent of the haz-
ardous wastes of the planet.
These statistics are commonly
quoted. If we know and even
anguish over these facts, why
does the situation seem to be
getting worse and no steps are
being taken to reverse the
trend? Thomas Berry believes
it is because we richer nations
have become addicted to
“progress.” He writes: “The
terminal phase of the Ceno-
zoic [era] was caused by a dis-
torted aspect of the myth of
progress.”!! During this past
century, we humans have
taken extensive control over
the earth with little regard for
the integral dynamics of the
workings of nature. At first,
these developments in tech-
nology did make our lives eas-
ier at little expense to natural
resources. But very quickly
our life-styles got used to new
yearly models with all their
improvements. Our entire
economic system based itself
not on sustainable living but
on regarding the resources of
the earth as a commodity to be
used at our pleasure. And we
just got used to this unlimited
“progress,” to the point of
addiction. Like the addict, we
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know this isn’t good for us in
the long run, but we just can’t
change our behavior.

What Has Allowed This
Addiction to Take
Over?

We move one level deeper. If
one of the main causes for
our hazardous practices is an
addiction to consumerism
which feeds off a deep self-
centeredness, then the ques-
tion arises: “Why has this ad-
dictive behavior surfaced at
this time in history?”

We are Distant from
Nature

An initial answer to this ques-
tion related to one of the con-
sequences of a way of life
which is surrounded and sup-
ported by the products of
modern day industry. Most of
us live at a distance from na-
ture. Most of us live in an art-
ficial world, thanks to technol-
ogy. Most of us couldn’t say
what phase the moon is in to-
day, when is the best time to
plant corn, what are the names
of the birds that are native to
our bio-region, what time the
sun sets in mid-May, where
our water comes from and
where it goes, or where any of
our waste goes.

I live in the country and
when I drive towork each day I
pass about ten dead animals
along the road, some of which
Thave killed. At least, I can see
the lethal effects of our ma-
chinery. But how many of us
can cry over all the animals
that are killed on the roads

when we don’t even see them?
Hwe don’t knowwhere our wa-
ter supply comes from, how
canwe be concerned on a daily
basis about its growing scar-
city? We protect what we love.
In fact, it is only the energy of
love which is powerful enough
to release us from the grasp of
a destructive addiction. Butwe
must know what we love and
thatis where we are deprived.
From the time that hu-
mans began to live in cities,
particularly from the time of
the industrial era, we have
separated ourselves from na-
ture. Asurban dwellers and jet
commuters, we have grown es-
tranged from the natural scale
and rhythms of life on Earth.
For that reason, the environ-
mental crisis is still invisible to
most of us. Because we don’t
even recognize the natural
forms of life around us, we
blithely engage in destroying
them. Because we do not com-
municate with nature, we are
not aware of nature’s limits.
We cannot bear the ways na-
ture 1s telling us that it cannot
much longer meet our de-
mands or face our impacts.
Because we just go to the store
and buy what we believe to be
our daily needs, we don’t know
how exploitative our clothing
is, how non-sustainable our
diet is, how destructive our
household items are both to
nature and to many of those
who produce these goods.
Brian Swimme, in his
video “The Hidden Heart of
the Cosmos,” offers some
wonderful antidotes to this
distancing from nature. He in-
vites his viewers to feel the solar

13

system, to experience the rota-
tions of the planet.12 I truly
believe that once we reconnect
with nature, either through
star-gazing or growing plants
or having a pet, we will easily
regenerate that sense of inter-
dependence with all of crea-
tion. This may be one of our
early steps on the road to
recovery.

We Are Influenced by Our
Judaeo-Christian Tradition

In her presidential address to
the Catholic Theological So-
ciety of America in 1997,
Elizabeth Johnson began by
stating, “As the twenty-first
century rapidly approaches,
there s a vital theme largely
absent from the thinking of
most North American theolo-
gians, namely, the whole world
as God’s good creation.”1?
Theologians of the Judaeo-
Christian tradition consis-
tently emphasize that our God
is both immanent and tran-
scendent. Still, by and large,
ordinary believers and theolo-
gians alike still think that God
is “up” more than within, at
least not within all of creation.
We fail to see that through
Jesus the universe experi-
enced in consciousness the
fact that it was an incarnation
of God.

We say we believe in the
incarnation, but it doesn’t
seem to translate into our wor-
ship or moral consciousness or
our theological investigations.
For example, in our worship,
we rarely pay heed to the plan-
ets, or the top-soil, or our kin-
ship with the animals. What
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conscience formation has
helped us make decisions
about recycling or use of the
automobile? Where 1s the
church’s response to biocide
and geocide? How many theo-
logians know the scientific
story of the universe?

While it 1s true that our
scriptures open with the mag-
nificent account of the crea-
tion of the world, this story has
been interpreted anthropo-
centrically, Human beings are
the pinnacle of creation, in
separation from the rest of
God’s creatures which humans
subject by naming. But what
makes us the top of the heap?
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underpinnings have left us
with a weak response to our
environmental crisis and have
provided us with little spiritual
encouragement or magisterial
backing to help us move out of
our current behaviors.

We Are Heirs of the
Enlightenment

For the greater part of the his-
tory of the human race, hu-
man beings viewed themselves
as part of the universe. The
Chinese, for example, defined
the human being as hsin, the
heart of the universe. They
saw humankind as integrated

Our theological underpinnings have left
us with a weak response to our
environmental crisis and have provided us
with little spiritual encouragement to help
us move out of our current behaviors.

When it comes to reflexive
consclousness, we are. But
when it comes to swimming,
the fish are best. None of
God’s creatures are absolutely
at the top. Only God is. But
our tradition has led us to be-
lieve that God’s command to
“have dominion over the fish
of the sea, the birds of the air,
and all the living things that
move on the earth” means that
all creation is made for our
use. Certainly, this is a distor-
tion of our tradition, but the
patriarchal matrix in which
this tradition was formulated
.and interpreted left its im-
print of domination and sub-
jection. Thus, our theological

with everything that exists.
Even medieval scholasticism
linked up theology and cos-
mology so that the number of
the sacraments were matched
to the number of the then-
known heavenly bodies. In
fact, this relation of science
and faith was so interwoven
that when Copernicus an-
nounced that the sun, not the
earth, was at the center of the
universe in the sixteenth cen-
tury, the church officials could
not transform their theologi-
cal constructs fast enough to
accommodate this major new
piece of information and
chose rather to part ways with
science.

This separation of science
and religion was a serious mis-
step for the life of the earth.
Bolstered by the dualism of
Descartes in which all reality is
separated into ego and not-
ego, subject and object, sci-
ence developed a mechanistic
view of the universe, The natu-
ral world became solely a re-
source for human utilization.
Progress was measured by the
extent of human control over
the non-human world for the
benefit of humans. Add to this
mix Darwin’s theory of the
survival of the fittest, and it be-
came “natural” to do anything
necessary for one’s own good,
even at the expense of “lower”
nature,

Thus, consumerism had a
basis in scripture, theology,
and reason. But it is a mis-
guided foundation. We are
stewards of the earth, not mas-
ters. Even technology cannot
transcend the basic biological
law of limits: every species 1s
limited by an opposing species
or environmental condition
so that one cannot overwhelm
the other. Even if technology
brings us to the utter deple-
tion of Earth’s resources, the
earth will, in turn, terminate
human life. There is no such
thing as an ever-expanding
human economy which de-
pends on financing from the
earth.

Where Is the Sin?

So far, we have named the
various environmental crises,
examined their immediate
underlying causes, and probed
some historical reasons why
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we have allowed the situation
to get to this point. The next
question is one of moral culpa-
bility. Have we sinned against
creation?

In Greek the word for sin,
hamartia, means “to miss the
mark,” to be off center, in dis-
harmony with the way God
meant things to be. Original
sin, the sin at the origins of all
other sin, is the refusal to be in
radical interdependence with
everything else, God and crea-
tion alike, and to set oneself at
the center of the universe. Itis
a desire to be apart, independ-
ent, to follow one’s own rules
regardless of the effect on oth-
ers. Certainly, this description
of sin matches the effects on
the environment made by hu-
man choices.

The moral dimension of
the environmental crisis
should be clear to anyone who
follows even only one angle of
the problem. Real people are
being hurt, measurable dam-
age to the earth is being done,
the next generation is being
jeopardized. The lack of re-
spect for nature and the profa-
nation of the environment are
great moral challenges that we
face today. John Paul II speaks
of the challenge this way:

The most profound and seri-
ous indication of the moral
implications underlying the
ecological problem is the
lack of respect for life evi-
dent in many of the patterns
of environmental pollution.
Often, the interests of pro-
duction prevail over concern
for the dignity of workers,
while economic interests
take priority over the good
of individuals and even en-
tire peoples.

Sins against the environ-
ment are perpetrated by indi-
vidual acts and choices. But,
like original sin, we all par-
ficipate in environmental
sin, whether or not we are
party to individual offenses.

Environmental sin is a so-
cial sin of the highest magni-
tude because 1t mflicts actual
and potential harm not only
on ourselves and the whole
human community, but on the
earth itself. Asin the case of so-
cial sin, the wrong is often
done unconsciously because it
is perpetrated by a system we
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time. In a horrible way, it is
like you never have to have a
quiet moment alone with
your own mind again which
1s really scary,

Most of us live in a trance, he
goes on to say:

We're on automatic, run by
emotional reactions. Ordi-
nary consciousness is such a
crowded, hurrying along of
these automated reactions
that we don’t have time to be
intelligent and reflective. A
consequence of this, aside
from its inherent sadness, is
that we do a lot of stupid
things and we suffer from
them.

Environmental sin is a social sin of the
highest magnitude because it inflicts
actual and potential harm not only on
ourselves and the whole human
community, but on the earth itself.

have created and which is sus-
tained by our lifestyle. But, in
the words again of Pope John
Paul II, the lack of intention
today must be regarded as “un-
acceptable thoughtlessness.”
It is time to wake up.

The Sin of Being Asleep

In his book Waking Up,
Charles Tart observes that to-
day people are, for the most
part, asleep.

The opportunities to dis-
tract yourself are bigger
than ever. You used to have
only ten channels of televi-
sion. Now you can get a sat-
ellite dish and choose from
hundreds of channels and
surf the web at the same

In our culture of distraction,
we leave no room for seeing
what is really going on. And so
we buy into the illusions that
there’s plenty to go around
and it is ours for the taking
and nobody will get hurt. We
have fallen into the habit of
taking the short view of things.
We blithely sacrifice the
beauty and diversity of crea-
tion for our immediate con-
ventence and entertainment.
In this context, ignorance is
bliss. The short view prevents
us from seeing the damage
that our choices wreak on
God’s people and on God’s
Earth. If we are asleep we can
avoid the pain which comes
from seeing what is really
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going on. Being asleep is a way
of numbing our consciences so
we may live as we “deserve.”
After all, we worked for it.

There may have been a
time in our personal moral de-
velopment when being asleep
was excusable. That time is
over. We all share in a moral
responsibility to wake up and
take the long view.

The long view is the con-
templative view. Contempla-
tion looks at what is there, not
what we want or need to see.
The contemplative is attentive
to the full reality of whatever is
in the present moment. This
kind of awareness, stripped of
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point. for most of us, as we
watch our minds flit about like
monkeys in a tree. Brain re-
search has shown that our
brains have developed so that
its chief function is to filter out
what is going on around us.
We can’t pay attention to every-
thing, so we have learned to
automatically select what 1s
needed for our survival, Chil-
dren with Attention Deficit

" Disorder (ADD) do not have a

certain chemical in their
brains to allow them to do this
and so they cannot focus on
one task. But, if this function
of the brain is not balanced
with “open time” when we

If our state of personal and social slumber
is a major contributing factor to sins
against our environment, then our
decision to cultivate reflexive awareness
can be our gift to the evolutionary
process.

questions from the past and
figuring out what to do and
analyzing and differentiating
this from that, inevitably leads
to a non-dualistic awareness of
the unity of all that is. The
contemplative experiences
the inter-relatedness of all
creation, knows immediately
that all life is shared life,
shares the heartbeat of the
world.

There may bhave been a
time when contemplative
communionwith the earth was
the standard mode of viewing
life. But, for us today, it needs
to be cultivated. Five minutes
of “just sitting” proves that

simply breathe in and breathe
out in communion with all be-
ings, mental sickness sets in.
It our state of personal
and social slumber is a major
contributing factor to sins
against our environment, then
our decision to cultivate re-
flexive awareness can be our
gift to the evolutionary pro-
cess. The development of a
culture of contemplation will
bring forth a collective insight
into the universe which sees it
as a communion of subjects
whose life we respect and in-
terdependently share. Thus, a
contemplative way of life can
rescue us and save the earth.

The Sin of Busyness

Closely related to our sin of
being asleep is our sin of busy-
ness. Certainly it is not mor-
ally wrong to work hard to
support oneself and contrib-
ute to society. But when busy-
ness takes over our lives and
consumes our spirit and eats
up our Earth in production,
then we enter into another
kind of sin against the envi-
ronment.

Our culture 1s locked into
busyness. Part of our ritual
language of greeting is “Keep-
ing busy?” The expected an-
swer is “Yes,” along with a few
sentences of explanation of
just how busy we are. The
busyness is part of the cycle of
work-and-spend that is de-
stroying both us and the
planet. We work hard so we
may buy (more than we need)
and then need to work more to
pay for what we have bought.
Oddly enough, the things we
are working to buy are most
often things to help us relax
and save time.

The temptation to be
overly busy apparently is an
old habit. Commentators on
the Jewish prescription of the
Sabbath point out that for
neighboring cultures the work
“week” was much longer than
six days. Thus, to witness to
their belief that God was their
provider, the Jewish people
set aside every seventh day for
rest. Actually, the full Sabbath
observance can be seen as an
early version of the Environ-
mental Protection Agency:
rest weekly to remember
whose work we are doing; rest
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every seventh year to let the
earth restore herself; rest
every fiftieth year to allow
everyone and everything to re-
turn to its original bio-region.
Jesus himself opened his min-
istry with the proclamation of
this fiftieth jubilee year.
Through his ministry, human-
ity and all creation were to be
liberated.'®

Christ Can Reconcile
Us with the Earth

Let’s admit it. We have abused
the body of the earth. We have
sold our Earth for profit. We
are in collusion with our gov-
ernment leaders who choose
economic growth over sustain-
ability of the resources of the
planet. We swallow the slogans
of our advertisers and believe
progress is our most impor-
tant product. Put crudely, we
are pimps, tax collectors, and
suckers. But happily, we know
that to see ourselves as such is
the beginning of our way out
of the crisis. The gospel tells us
over and over that the sinner is
in a special position to receive
divine mercy. If we can admit
our powerlessness and ac-
knowledge our sinfulness, we
will hear the words of forgive-
ness with its admonition to “go
and sin no more.” If we realize
deep down that we don’t have
ultimate control over our lives
or that of the planet, then we
can begin to reverse the be-
haviors that have put us in
such jeopardy.

The call is out for conver-
sion on a colossal scale, “The
environmental crisis of our

own day constitutes an excep-
tional call to conversion . ., We
need a change of heart to save
the planet for our children and
generations yet unborn.”!”
The task of our time is to inte-
grate our lives with that of the
planet, to integrate the human
with the cosmological. “Sus-
tainable development requires
radical shifts . . . in the way we
view the nature and purposes
of science and technology and
in our patterns of production,
consumption, and lifestyle.”18
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next phase of the evolutionary
process. At this moment, we
are being asked to give back to
the earth what we have taken.
We are being called to learn
again the ways of nature and to
respect their stern require-
ments, This is the time to sac-
rifice our small self for the
larger self of the ecozoic
world,

Brian Swimme loves to
tell of the generosity of the sun
which expends itself freely
and continuously in order to

The environmental crisis of our own day
constitutes an exceptional call to
conversion . . . We need a change of
heart to save the planet for our children
‘and generations yet unborn.

We are being called to trans-
form our worldview from one
of anthropocentricity to bio-
centricity.

We can’t do this alone.
Just as our sin s a social sin, so,
too, our conversion must be a
social conversion. Few issues
demonstrate our need to work
with one another more than
environmental ones. After all,
acid rain doesn’t stop falling at
the Canadian border! If we
have sinned together, only to-
gether can we move beyond
our sin. Solidarity with one an-
other, not individualism, will
rescue us from the impending
tragedy.

All great transition mo-
ments are sacrifice moments.
The first generation of stars
sacrificed themselves for the

give us life.1? Tt is not unlike
the other “sun,” the Son of
God who has rescued us from
the power of death. In Christ,
all things are reconciled: “For
in him all the fullness of
God was pleased to dwell, and
through him to reconcile to
himself all things, whether
on earth or in heaven, mak-
ing peace by the blood of his
cross.”0

And how was this recon-
ciliation effected? In a shock-
ing text in the letters of St
Paul, we read about the
mechanism for reconciliation.
Christ not only sacrificed his
life for us, but he took on our
sins to the extent that he “be-
came sin.”?1 By identifying
himself with sin all in sin was
restored.
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Our hope for the future of
our world is found in Christ.
He is there in the midst of all
our environmental sins, tak-
ing them on and restoring
what has been broken to
wholeness again. We need to
find him here and join him in
his work of reconciliation.

Conclusion

This article began with a state-
ment of the negativity with
which I approached its com-
position. Unquestionably, the
topic is sobering. But, if we be-
lieve that Christ is with us as
we absorb the facts of our pres-
ent environmental situation
and feel the pain of the world
and allow ourselves to grieve
and repent, we will discover
the vitality and inner power
needed to act creatively and
decisively for the future age of
the world. As Joanna Macy dis-
covered in her own grief work
with many people, when we
acknowledge the truth of our
situation and let surface our
pain for the world, we connect
with it and help bring about its
rebirth.?? The shedding of
tears over our sins against
creation is an antidote to sad-
ness and despair and an unc-
tion for the mending of the
earth, It is a baptism of repen-
tance which sets our feet on
the way to renewed life.

As Sisters of Mercy we are
committed to “act in solidarity
with the economically poor of
the world.” Our dear Earth is
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one of these poor for whom we
have pledged to give prefer-
ential treatment. And so our
works of mercy are expanding
to support sustainable agricul-
ture, to preserve endangered
species, to protect wild places,
to keep the air clean, to re-
store the land—all ways of act-
ing “in harmony and interde-
pendence with all creation.”
When we understand the
ramifications of protecting the
environment, it is clear that
such efforts are an ultimate

work of mercy. @
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The Feminine Way and Hope for the Future

SOME YEARS BACK, I attended
aworkshop where a poet from
New York described his in-
volvement with children in a
program called “Poetry in the
Schools.”! He gave the chil-
dren in a poor ghetto area an
assignment to write a poem
which began with the words,
“When I grow up I am going to
be . . .” One little girl came
back with the following:

When I grow up I am going

to be a movie star

and if I get fired from that

I'm going to be a ballerina

and if I get fired from that

I'm going to be a river.
In myths or fairy tales, it is fre-
quently the third choice that
is, as Goldilocks exclaimed,
“justright.” Angeles Arrien, in
her study of the five universal
shapes, learned that when
people were asked to put the
shapes in order of preference,
the first choice is around where
we think we are or where we
would like to be. The second is
where our real strengths are,
and the third, as in myths, is
where the real core work is go-
ing on. The identification of
the feminine with nature is
based on the life-giving and
nurturing role of women, The
native American references to
Mother Earth and Father Sky
are symbolic of gender differ-
ences. Robert Browning wrote,
“a man’s reach should exceed
his grasp or what’s a heaven

Patricia Ryan, R.S.M.

for?” His wife Elizabeth in
her famous sonnet ex-
pressed the feminine incli-
nation where she said, “T love
thee to the level of every day’s
most quiet need.”

It is not surprising that
glaring connections are being
pointed out these days be-

that knowledge is power, that
knowledge 1s money. But
knowledge without wisdom 1s
deadly. Obsessed with the tree
of knowledge, we've alienated
ourselves from the garden.
Let us return and feast from
the tree of life and heal our-
selves and the garden.”

Our task is to move away from focusing

on the tree of knowledge and return to

the tree of life in order to heal ourselves
and the garden.

tween the oppression of the
feminine and the destruction
of the earth. They are closely
interiined. Hence our topic,
“The Feminine Way and Hope
tor the Future.” I am not advo-
cating a feminine way to re-
place the masculine, but sim-
ply to balance it. However, as
the pendulum has swung too
far in one direction, for a time
itwill probably be necessary to
have a major shift in the oppo-
site direction.

In looking at the issue of
caring for the feminine and
for nature, the image which
surfaced for me was a garden.
A friend gave me the lovely
1997 calendar published by
the Sisters of St. Joseph of La
Grange, Illinois. On the Feb-
ruary page, I read, “It is said
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These words clearly lay
out our task; it is to move away
from focusing on the tree of
knowledge and return to the
tree of life in order to heal our-
selves and the garden. The
healing is two-fold. If we in-
volve ourselves totally in ac-
tions around preservation and
recycling and never go within
to explore the damaged femi-
nine, we will be ineffectual.
And if we narcissistically spend
our time probing the inner
garden bemoaning the ruins
and the undeveloped femi-
nine while neglecting to direct
any energy toward immediate
needs for action, we will also
be ineffectual.

In case this seems like po-
ctic generalizations, what spe-
cifically is involved in moving
away from the tree of
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knowledge and returning to
the tree of life? The first step is
awareness—to carefully watch
and notice all the ways in
which we have been pro-
grammed by our education
and culture to value reason, ef-
ficiency, and progress and to
place these at the top of the hi-
erarchical pyramid in our
daily choices. How often dowe
ignore the needs of our bod-
tes, and stifle our emotions.
We might ask ourselves, “How
much of my day do I spend in
my head?”

Once our awareness 1s
heightened, then I think it is
necessary to acknowledge loss.
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succumbed to the demands of
achievement and acquisition?
Reflect on a poem by Mary
Oliver:

The Sun

Have you ever seen
anything

in our life

more wonderful

than the way the sun,
every evening,

relaxed and easy,

floats toward the horizon

and info the clouds or the hills,
or the rumpled sea,

and is gone—

and how it slides again

If we allow ourselves to surface feelings
over what has been lost and to grieve over
losses like this, we might become needed

agents for change.

Environmentalists tell us that
between now and the next
century losses in plant and
animal species will exceed all
other species’ extinction In
history. These species are vital
to ecological balance and
therefore to our survival. In
the United States, between
four and six billion tons of top
soil are being lost every single
year, If this continues, there is
no possibility of feeding peo-
ple because there will not be
enough soil to grow the food.

And, in a parallel vein,
what has been lost interiorly as
the feminine has been dimin-
ished? What beauty and mean-
ingful relationships are miss-
ing from our lives as we have

out of the blackness,

every morning,

on the other side of the world,
like a red flower

streaming upwards on its
heavenly oils

say, on a morning in early
summer,

at its perfect imperial distance—
and have you fell for anything

such wild love—

do you think there is angiohere, in
any language,

a word billowing enough

for the pleasure

that fills you,

as the sun
reaches out,

as it warms you

as you stand there,
emply handed—

or have you foo
turned from this world—

or have you too

gone crazy

for porwer

for things?

How often in your life have
you missed the opportunity
for the experience she de-
scribes? What were you doing
that was more important? I
think we can challenge the old
adage about not crying over
spilt milk—why not? I suggest
that, if we allow ourselves to
surface feelings over what has
been lost and to grieve over
losses like this, we might be-
come needed agents for
change. Unless we change, it
becomes daily more evident
that this beautiful Earth as we
have known it is doomed. The
pain of loss due to lack of sen-
sitivity and care of our soul can
drive us to change, to get out
there and begin to heal the
garden.

A garden is considered by
the Sufis as a symbol for the
world of the soul. They have a
meditation practice that con-
nects with the four elements:
earth, air, water, and fire.
Each of these elements is es-
sential to life in the physical
garden. Soil provides nutri-
ents for growth. We know what
happens to plants that are not
watered. There is a carbon
dioxide-oxygen exchange be-
tween plants and the air. The
fire of the sun gives the heat
needed for growth. In a Sufi
retreat at Findhorn, I learned
a practice that I would like
to suggest for you as a
meditation,
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Fach of the four elements
is connected with one of the
four ways that we can breathe.
Close your eyes. Imagine your
soul as a lovely garden. Look
around and notice which
plants are growing there. Now,
keeping the image of the gar-
den as a background, pay at-
tention to your breath. Breathe
in and out of your nose. Let
this represent Earth, which
your inner garden needs. Now
continue paying attention to
your breath, but breathe in
through your nose and out
through you mouth. Let this
represent Water for the inner
garden. This time shift the
breaths that you take so that
you breathe in through your
mouth and out through your
nose. This represents Fire, Fi-
nally, breathe in and out of
your mouth representing Air.
Bring your attention back to
where you are. This simple
practice is a way of honoring
the four elements and respect-
ing our need to attend to our
inner garden. The way that I
can remember which is con-
nected to which element is this
set of associations.

1. The normal way to
breathe on Earth is in and
out of the nose.

2. Our exhaled breath con-
tains Water. If you hold a
mirror to your mouth as
you breathe out, it fogs up.
3. Think of'a dragon snort-
ing Fire out of its nose.

4. If you are trying to get
Air into someone’s lungs
through CPR, you clamp
their nose and get them to

hreathe in and out of the
mouth.

What does this have to do with
the feminine way? (As I ask
that question, I'm aware of
shifting back to the masculine
mode of needing a reason for
things.) But to answer the
question, I believe that there is
astillness about the deep femi-
nine that this practice assists.

Consider now another
poem inwhich the poet William
Butler Yeats describes the
same feelings as the poem by
Mary Oliver evokes, but m a
more interior place.
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love. But the formidable sig-
nature, “W. B. Yeats,” at the
bottom causes one to take a
second look. This poem was
set to music by another formi-
dable artist, Benjamin Britten.
In his musical arrangement, it
i1s evident that Britten felt a
certain sorrowful seriousness
coming from the poem. When
Ilearned that Yeats translated
from the Irish this traditional
song of an old woman, 1 saw
new possibilities. For an old
woman, the young love that
she meets is her inner girl-
child whom she did not listen

Sadness is not the only emotion that a
realization of the loss of the feminine
provokes. There is also anger.

Down By the
Salley Gardens

Down by the salley gardens my
love and I did meet

She passed the salley gardens
little snow-white feet,

She bid me take love easy, as the
leaves grow on the tree;

But I, being young and foolish,
with her would not agree.

In a field by the river my love and
I did stand,

And on my leaning shoulder she
laid her snow-white hand.

She bid me take life easy, as the
grass grolws on the weirs;

But [ was young and foolish, and
now am full of tears.

The first exposure to the
poem “Down by the Salley
Gardens” perhaps suggests a
simple little ditty about young

to and consequently later ex-
periences sorrow as a result of
not agreeing with wise direc-
tions. That this is a song of loss
was confirmed when I learned
that salley trees are willows,
and willows weep.

Sadness is not the only
emotion that a realization of
the loss of the feminine pro-
vokes. There is also anger. In
the Song of Songs (1:6) we
read, “My mother’s sons turn-
ed their anger on me. They
made me look after the vine-
yards. My own vineyards I had
not looked after.” The realiza-
tion that women have been
forced in so many ways to do
the masculine thing at the
expense of their own feminine
way produces anger. It is im-
portant that this anger is
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would be very meagre.
Our sensitivities would be
dull because our inmer
world would reflect the
outer world . . . think of be-
ing born on the moon and
then coming to the earth.
What a stunning, beatific
experience that would be!

He goes on to say, “Specula-
tively, we could talk about God
as being prior to our outside
creation or independent of
creation, but in actual fact

amic or masculine
ealization that they
valued or dominant
modern and recent
ndable why we are in
lifficulties which we
hday.

there is no such being as God
without creation. When a per-
son associates the creation
with the divine, it is the exis-
tential fact that there is no
God without creation and
there 1s no creation without
God.”?

When describing the pow-
ers that brought the universe
into being at the beginning,
Berry sees them as twotold.
There was an expansive and
differentiatine force which was

feminine: dynamism  and
magnetism. She suggests that
we think of energy, not gender
in exploring the functions
found in all cultures. The mas-
culine functions being around
words, language, deeds, pro-
ductuvity, power, leadership,
and meaning. By contrast, the
feminine functions are around
vision, intuition, perception,
beauty, nurturance, healing,
ritual, ceremony, planning,
and organization. Persons of
both genders, female and
male, have all functions to
some degree. | find these dis-
tinctions helpful in further
clarifying what is meant by the
feminine way. Examining the
dynamic or masculine func-
tions with the realization that
they have been the more val-
ued or dominant functions
governing modern and recent
soclety, it 1s understandable
why we are in the environ-
mental difficulties which we
face today. Masculine func-
tions cluster around the tree of
knowledge rather than the
tree of life,

Another classification that
may be helpful in describing
the feminine way comes from
a course I took entitled “Femi-
nist Poetics.” We studied many
women poets who seemed to
be writing from a more femi-
nine nerspective than manv of
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both-and vision, putting emo-
tional vulnerability and moral
change at the center of the
work. I think that as a woman
writes, so she is. If we take the
opposite of these characteris-

for seeds of hope for the fis-
ture? I believe that we find the
seeds for hope when we take a
hard look at the source of the
problem. We are in this mess
because of our attitude that

We are in this mess because of our
attitude that the goods of the earth are for
human consumption—the more, the
better. We need to see ourselves as part
of the interdependent community of the
COSMOS.

tics as being male, the domi-
nant mode in current and re-
cent socleties, it is possible to
analyze their influence on
present environmental situa-
tions. For example, a hierar-
chical value system gives
“higher” life forms prece-
dence over “lower” or “non-
life” forms.

And now we come to the
second part of the title, hope
for the future.

Information on the envi-
ronmental situation is mainly
bad news. Where do we look

the goods of the earth are for
human  consumption—the
more, the better. We need to
see ourselves as part of the in-
terdependent community of
the cosmos. The members of
this cosmic family are animals,
plants, humans, rocks, rivers,
and stars. Once we see the
delicate interaction of the eco-
system as essential to a sus-
tainable future, we are on our
way to solving environmental
problems. As Pogo wisely said
a long time ago, “We have met
the enemy and it is us,” This
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us” is not merely humans
littering the landscape, but
especially every woman who
continues to oppress the
feminine child within, every
woman who is living life to the
masculine hilt of reason, effi-
ciency, and progress, every
woman who is not doing her
bit to balance the scales.
Some men have highly de-
veloped feminine functions—
as indicated by the quotes
from Yeats and Thomas
Berry—but most do not have
the capability. They cannot do
it. It is up to us as women.
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Ecological Deterioration

A Theological Reflection

Ray Maria McNamara, R.S.M.

Introduction

ECOLOGICAL DETERIORATION,
an expression used by Sailie
McFague, aptly describes the
ecological crisis facing our
world.! It portrays a slow and
subtle laying to waste of our
planet and its multiple life
forms. This crisis is extremely
complex, requiring multiple
layers of analysis in order to
deal with its many causes and

flection, a view of theology’s
role in addressing and dealing
with ecological deterioration
will be made clear.

This essay is divided into
three major sections. It begins
with a naming of the problem,
both its physical manifesta-
tions in the environment as
well s the social implications
and how these are interre-
lated. In dealing with any is-
sue, it 18 critical to assume re-

Ecology has to do with home and all the
multiple interrelationships that make the
place called Earth a home.

consequences A visit to any
book store would reveal nu-
merous books and journals
dealing with this environ-
mental nightmare, including
many recommended solutions
of the problems. As both a stu-
dent and a teacher of the sci-
ences for over twenty years, 1
have become more and more
frustrated with conservation
efforts that seem to repair sur-
face wounds without getting to
the heart of the matter. For
this reason, I have turned to
theology to help me deal with
my questions of how to re-
spond to the earth that moans
and her people who cry for
mercy. It is my hope that
through this theological re-

sponsibility for the problem,
to take ownership of it. In the
case of the ecological crisis, be-
fore Christianity can effec-
tively deal with this issue, it
must take responsibility for its
part in creating the crisis.
Therefore, the second section
addresses both the human and
religious responsibility for the
crisis. Lastly, I respond to the
issue of ecological deteriora-
tion through three different
lenses: the ministry of Jesus,
the Trinitarian nature of God,
and the gift of the Holy Spirit.
The essay concludes with sum-
mary comments about the role
of theology in ecology using
perspectives from this reflec-
tive process.
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Naming the Problem

The word ecology was first
used by a German biologist,
Ernst Haeckel in 1866. He
took two Greek words, otkos
(home) and logos (reflection or
study} and coined the word
ecology which he defined as
“the study of the interdepend-
ence and interaction of living
organisms (animals and
plants) and their environ-
ments (inanimate matter).”>
It has come to mean the
“study of the conditions and
relations that make up the
habitat (house) of each and
every person and, indeed, or-
ganism in nature.”? It is clear
to see that ecology has to do
with home and all the multiple
interrelationships that make
the place called Earth a home.
According to Leonardo Boff,
“ecology has to do with the re-
lations, interactions, and dia-
logue of all living creatures
(whether alive or not) among
themselves and with all that
exists, inchuding not only na-
ture but culture and society as
well”® An ecological perspec-
tive would be one of recogniz-
ing the interrelationships in-
volving all of creation. From
this perspective of interde-
pendence, nothing in creation
is seen as expendable; all of
creation is mutually interde-
pendent. Therefore, the home
of human beings is more than
a specific time and place.
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Home is the very intercon-
nectedness of all of creation. It
is the mutual interdepend-
ence that is home. Qur “home-
work,” then, is tending this
web of interconnections.

The purpose in giving a
brief account of environmental
evidence of the ecological cri-
$1s 1s not to present a compre-
hensive list of what is happen-
ing in nature. There are books
that do this very well. How-
ever, for the sake of this reflec-
tion, it is important to have a
sense of the scope of the prob-
lem. The breach in the web of
the natural world appears as
global warming, toxic wastes,
atmospheric changes, and ac-
celerated rates of extinction.?
There are data to illustrate
that entire ecosystems have
been disrupted, that there is
massive destruction of habi-
tats, loss of biodiversity, and
the exhaustion of resources.?
Moltmann describes the prob-
lem as one of an uncontrolla-
ble process of growth: popula-
tions, industry, pollution, use
of energy, exposure to stimuli,
and a growing mental and
spiritual instability among
men and women.” Pope John
Paul 11, in his address on the
World Day of Peace in 1990,
named the problem as one of a
“lack of due respect for na-
ture.”® These are all examples
of environmental injustice.”
They have resulted m a break
in the integrity of creation. !9

This crisis within the
natural world is very sertous
and in many cases irreversible.
These problems are clearly
ecological, dealing with the

natural world that we call
home. The crisis is ecological
because these problems both
reflect and contribute to the
social crisis of marginalization
and poverty affecting the
delicate balance of interde-
pendence among peoples and
between peoples and their en-
vironment. Boff tells us that
“all earthly creatures are
threatened, beginning with
the poor and the marginal-
ized.”!! One cannot deal ade-
quately with environmental
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natural concerns to the side
for the sake of production, the
poor have been marginalized
to the outskirts of towns and
cities and, more importantly,
to the concerns of those who
can make a difference. Ac-
cording to Gudymas, the poor
are driven to live in the worst
environments because these
places are “free” due to their
bad environmental quality.!*
In order to survive, the poor
are driven to poaching, both
for food and for income. They

These problems both reflect and
contribute to the social crisis of
marginalization and poverty affecting the
delicate balance of interdependence
among peoples and between peoples and
their environment.

problems without dealing with
our social problems. “Over-
coming the oppression of the
environment cannot be ad-
dressed in isolation from
other forms of oppression
such as sexism, racism, and
classism.”1? As we have func-
tionalized nature, using it for
our needs, so too are workers
seen as “human resources”
and as mere functions of pro-
duction.!?

A graphic example of the
interrelationship between
people suffering from poverty
and a wounded land is seen
in an article by Eduardo
Gudymas. He states that the
connection between poverty
and ecology is one of margin-
ality, that as we have pushed

exhaust the soil trying to raise
enough food to support them-
selves and their families.
“Forced to live on bad land,
lacking water, without addi-
tional resources to improve
their crops or livestock, they
end up causing more environ-
mental damage, which in turn
increases their poverty.”!® The
impoverishment of the land
impoverishes people and vice-
versa. The interconnections
remain, regardless of the
conditions.

The approach, thus far,
has been of the outsider see-
ing what can be observed—
scientific data that indicates
an environmental dete-
rioration and the witness of
those persons suffering from
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poverty. In the next section,
the reflection moves to a
deeper level, examining the
human responsibility for these
conditions. The view shifts
from that of observer to par-
ticipant.

Responsibility

Any efforts to effect change
must include an ownership of
the problem. As a citizen of
the United States, a first-world
country located in the north-
ern hemisphere, it has caused
me deep pain and sorrow to
learn of the many ways that my
country and my own lifestyle
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beings have brought on them-
selves and their natural envi-
ronment, and into which they
are driving both themselves
and the environment and all
its life systems more and more
deeply.”!? We have done and
are continuing to do this to
ourselves, each other, and our
environment.

Secondly, it is essential
that we admit that the crisis
had “its starting point in the
modern industrial coun-
iries,”!8 and that these “coun-
tries are the main contamina-
tors of the planet.”!? These
countries not only produce
the majority of the toxins that

The ecological crisis can be said to be
caused first by the human species and
secondly by the industrial and
economically powerful countries of the
world.

have contributed to the dete-
rioration of the earth and the
impoverishment of peoples.
Rosemary Radford Ruether,
i the introduction to Women
Healing Earth, says that we in
North America have to be
more truthful about who we
are in the system of power and
profits, a system that causes
oppression, poverty, and mar-
ginalization.

To begin, one must admit
that the ecological crisis is
made by humans. What we
know and observe are not
“natural” occurrences in the
world that have no direct bear-
ing on the human community.
“It is a crisis which human

are polluting the earth but
also consume the majority of
the resources, thus creating
the conditions of poverty. Boff
relates the situation to a jour-
ney on board a ship:

Astronauts who traveled into
space and recorded their im-
pressions of the earth de-
scribe it as a ship on a voyage.
In fact, in this ship, which is
the earth, a fifth of the popu-
lation are traveling in first
class and luxury class; they
enjoy all the benefits. They
consume 80 percent of the
resources available for the
voyage. The remaining 80
percent of the passengers
are steerage. They suffer
cold, hunger, and all kinds
of privations . . . Either

everyone can be saved in a
system of communal solidar-
ity and participation on the
ship—or, as a result of out-
rage and revolt, the ship will
explode and throw everyone
into the sea,

From a secular perspective,
then, the ecological crisis can
be said to be caused first by the
human species and secondly
by the industrial and economi-
cally powerful countries of the
world. These countries have
both poisoned the earth and
set up systems of power that
have created lives of poverty in
third world countries. The
irony, according to Boff, is
that the revolt of the earth will
affect not only the poor, but all
peoples, even the rich and
powerful, will sufter.

Boff, in Ecology and Libera-
tion, carries the question of re-
sponsibility one step further
by asking if Christianity is co-
responsible for the present
ecological crisis. His answer is
yes; Christianity has had a deci-
stve (my emphasis) influ-
ence.?l He states that it is the
Christian belief in creation
that has had a strong impact
on social systems of domina-
tion and control, Moltmann
supports this when he says we
“cannot ignore the historical
effects of the Christian belief
in creation.”®2 This Christian
belief came from a “misunder-
stood and misused biblical be-
liefin creation, for ‘subdue the
earth’ was viewed as a divine
command given to human be-
ings—a command to domi-
nate nature, to conquer the
world and to rule over it.”3
This view of domination has
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influenced the construction of
society so that one group
dominates and harnesses the
forces or resources of another.

This “freedom to domi-
nate” has set up an anthropo-
centric view of the world with
an instrumental value given to
pature and to human persons.
This view has interpreted the
world as being given to hu-
manity for its use. In addition
to creating systems which op-
press people and thus estab-
lish poverty, nature has also
been made poor.

We have broken the integrity
of creation by the excesses of
our population and life-
style, by our utilitarian atti-
tude toward other creatures
as well as toward our own
vulnerable sisters and broth-
ers, by our refusal to ac-
knowledge the value of each
and every aspect of creation
to itself and to God. Nature
is not necessarily and as such
poor; it is so only because of
one species, our own, which
threatens the vitality and vi-
ability of the rest of nature.24

In addressing ecological con-
cerns whether natural or so-
cial, it is also important that
representatives of Christianity
recognize that the following
statements are examples of an
anthropocentric view of the
natural world: “The human
race is called to explore this
order (of the cosmos) to exam-
ine it with due care and to make
use of # (my emphasis) while
safeguarding its integrity.”%®
Or the assertion, “God has
given the fruit of the earth to
sustain the entire human family
(my emphasis) without ex-
cluding or favoring any-

one.”?® Language, as partici-
pant in the construction of
reality, requires of its users a
conscious awareness of subtle
messages that contribute to a
hierarchical system of domi-
nation.2” Christianity has and
continues, therefore, to con-
tribute to ecological deteriora-
tion through its under-
standing and teaching of
the biblical story of creation
as one where God decreed

-humanity’s dominion of the

earth, seeing the human spe-
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Theological Response

The ecological crisis is viewed
in this section through three
perspectives: the ministry of
Jesus, the concept of a
Trinitarian God, and the
Holy Spirit. Although there
was not a crisis of natural ecol-
ogy during Jesus’ day, there
were certainly the issues of
marginalization and the poor.
His ministry holds basic truths
that can guide and support ef-
forts to deal with the crisis.

Christianity
with its teaching on God
and the human relationship to God played
a significant role in this wasting of
creation.

cies as over nature and nature
as here to serve human needs.

Thus far, the issue of eco-
logical deterioration has been
discussed from the perspec-
tive of problem and responsi-
bility. The problem presents
itself clearly as the wasting of
both human and natural re-
sources through the exercise
of control and power. Those
responsible are primarily per-
sons living in industrialized,
developed, first world coun-
tries. Christianity with its
teaching on God and the hu-
man relationship to God
played a significant role in this
wasting of creation. I turn now
to theology to determine what
response it has to offer to the
ecological crisis,

The Trinity shows a God who
1s relational and thus offers
great possibilities for dealing
with the problem. The Holy
Spirit is the outpouring of
God’s presence and love in
the cosmos.

Sallie McFague, in The
Body of God, offers a model of
the universe as God’s body
and shows the shape and
scope of this model through
the Christic paradigm, the
story of Jesus.?® She states that
this shape and scope is love for
all creation, especially the op-
pressed, the outcast, and the
vulnerable.29 She suggests (wo
motifs in the ministry of Jesus
that outline the shape of the
body of God from a Christian
perspective, Jesus’ parables
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and healing ministry.3? These
two perspectives on the minis-
try of Jesus show that he did, in
fact, side with the outcast.
Take for example the story of
the Good Samaritan. In the
parable, Jesus destabilizes the
concept of privilege by having
a Samaritan rather than a
priest or Levite teach a lesson
in compassion. By using the
Samaritan, a social outcast, as
the compassionate caregiver,
Jesus gives value and distinc-
tion to the marginalized.
Jesus’ healing ministry re-
veals that he was indeed an ad-
vocate for the oppressed.
There are two things to ob-
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Having shown, in the
ministry of Jesus, an option for
the poor, the oppressed, and
the marginalized, the focus of
the theological reflection
shifts now to the Trinity as a
paradigm of relationality in
the universe. All of the created
world is seen, in the Ghristian
context, to be the result of a
“trinitarian process: the Fath-
er creates through the Son in
the Holy Spirit.”3® Catherine
La Cugna tells us that God’s
inner relationality is the key to
how God relates to the world.
“Postulating relationality at
the heart of God’s essence cuts
across the unitarianism that

The world is complex, diverse, one,
united, and interrelated because it is a
reflection of the Trinity.

serve. Jesus healed women,
children, and lepers, all per-
sons considered as less power-
ful or outcasts in his day. Sec-
ond, Jesus healed physical
bodies, which shows that the
physical welfare of the mar-
ginalized mattered to Jesus.?!
He did not spiritualize their
situations, but acted to heal
what was broken, what was
sick, what was wounded. One
learns from Jesus’ ministry,
not only of his power, but also
of his deep concern for the
marginalized and their physi-
cal needs. For McFague, nam-
ing the earth as the new poor
extends Jesus’ ministry of
healing and wholeness to the
planet and its many non-
human creatures.>2

sees relationship as secon-
dary and nonessential to
God, autonomy and self-
possession as primary. Per-
sonal interrelationship indi-
cates the manner of God’s
relationship with the world,
and diversity among the di-
vine persons as a principle of
affirmation of the diversity
within creation,”%4
Perichoresis 1s a Greek
word often used to describe
the interrelationship within
the Trinity. Its meaning states
that each person of the Trinity
“contains the other two, each
one penetrates the others and
is penetrated by them, one
lives in the other and vice-
versa.”?® This trinitarian peri-
choresis manifests the highest

intensity of living and is at
“once the most intense excite-
ment and the absolute rest of
the love which is the well-
spring of everything that
lives.”® “In the triune God is
the mutuality and the reci-
procity of love.”” La Cugna
carries this concept of the
perichoretic life of the Trinity
one step further in her chiastic
model of emanation and re-
turn. In this model, the imma-
nent Trinity (in and of itself)
and the economic Trinity (for
the world) are not seen as
separate but as:

one ecstatic movement of
God outward by which all
things originate from God,
through Christ, in the power
of the Holy Spirit, and all
things are brought into un-
ion with God and returned
to God. There is neither an
economic nor an immanent
Trinity; there is only the oik-
onomia (the divine plan that
God and creation are des-
tined to exist together in
love and communion) that is
the concrete realization of
the mystery of theologia (the
mystery of God) in time,
space, history and personal-
ity.”?’g
Having been created by this
triune God, the *world is com-
plex, diverse, one, united, and
interrelated because it is a re-
flection of the Trinity. God in-
vades every being, enters into
every relationship, erupts into
every ecosystem.”39 In other
words, God creates as God is.
The interpenetration of the
perichoretic Trinity into all of
creation makes real the inter-
relatedness of all of creation
and, more powerfully, makes
ecology the reflection on or
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study of God’s home, too. The
trinitarian concept of crea-
tion, as interpenetration,
could be used to determine a
framework for an ecological
theology.*0

Finally, a theological re-
flection on ecology would
seem incomplete without in-
cluding the Holy Spirit. The
doctrine of the Trinity teaches
that the “created world is
therefore created by the Fa-
ther, formed through the Son
and existsin the Spirit.”‘H The
Spirit is the “creative Matrix
that grounds and sustains the
cosmos,”*? providing cohe-
sion, structure, energy43 and
is the origin of life.** The
Spirit is the flow of God in all
things, fills the universe,?
and 1s God present and active
in the world.4® Because the
Spirit creates all matter, then
matter bears the mark of the
sacred and has itself'a spiritual
radiance.*7 It is this very mark
of the sacred, the presence of
the divine in all of creation
that gives the whole of the cos-
mos mtrinsic value which chal-
lenges the notion that the
planet was created for our
benefit.¥® The recognition
and acceptance of creation as
a visible sign of God’s given-
ness, modifies an anthropo-
centric view of the world, al-
lows for a view of the cosmos
that is theocentric and gives
the human person “the
chance to understand him-
seli/herself as a member of the
community of creation.”*?
This belief in the Spirit allows
for one to see God as life giv-
ing, “intimate to every

movement, animating all ac-
tion, fueling freedom, and
breaking down barriers. This
line of thought generates a
sense of all things as a single
organism, pulsating to the
heartbeat of the vivifying
Spirit.? The Spirit breathes in
all created things,51 filling
them with the presence of
God, thus making creation,
not for the use of human be-
ings, but for the glory of
God.5?
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Christianity, through 1ts dual-
istic, hierarchical interpreta-
tion of the Genesis story of
creation, has a share in this re-
sponsibility. The theological
response in this study, though,
has demonstrated that theol-
ogy has major contributions to
offer in the efforts to reverse
this trend towards destruc-
tion.

The marginalized, op-
pressed, and the poor are seen
in the Gospels to be a major

It is this very mark of the sacred, the
presence of the divine in all of creation
that gives the whole of the cosmos
intrinsic value which challenges the notion
that the planet was created for our
benefit.

Conclusion

This theological reflection
highlights some of the envi-
ronmental and social indica-
tors of ecological deteriora-
tion being experienced at this
time alf over the planet. Both
sets of indicators illustrate that
this deterioration is due to a
failure on the part of the hu-
man species to live within an
ecological perspective, one
that shows humans as a part of
an intricate web of created
matter called the cosmos. The
responsibility for this failure
falls not to the natural world
but to people, especially those
of the industrialized and de-
veloped nations of the world.

concern for Jesus. He not only
took care of their physical
needs, a lesson for the prob-
lem at hand, but also used
them as teachers, as in the case
of the Good Samaritan. Jesus
invites us, through his minis-
try, to assume responsibility
for the poor and to share in
their experience of suffering.
“Only life systems that are ca-
pable of suffering are capable
of surviving, because they are
the only ones that are pre-
pared to learn and are open to
change and renewal,”® The
invitation is to be at-one-with
the suffering, whether human
or non-human, animate or in-
animate, for it is in the experi-
ence of suffering that we are
truly capable of making a
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difference. “Suffering sets
the mind to work”5* as well as
the heart. In his concern for
the marginalized and his will-
ingness to take on their suffer-
ing, Jesus is the model par
excellence of a theocentric,
ecological perspective on the
world,

The Trinity is the para-
digm of relationality, of inter-
connectedness. As created by
God, creation mirrors the di-
vine and is thus perichoreticin
nature—intimately  related
within itself. Therefore, “we
and the world exist so that we
may accept the invitation to
share in God’s superabun-
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world, which thereby dwells
within the sphere of the di-
vine.”® From this under-
standing of the Spirit, an eco-
logical perspective of the
cosmos sees each aspect of
creation as mutually signifi-
cant in and of itself.

There is value and need
for theology to be involved in
addressing ecological issues.
QOur environment cannot af-
ford for us to depend on sci-
ence for all the answers. Un-
less humans can accept thatwe
are part of something bigger
than ourselves and assume our
place in the intricate web of
creation and help to reestab-

An ecological perspective of the cosmos
sees each aspect of creation as mutually
significant in and of itself.

dance and accompany God in
the divine venture undertaken
within our humanity and cre-
atedness.”?”

As the presence of God
breathed within and among
all of creation, the Holy Spirit
marks all that is, all that has
ever been, and all that will
ever be as sacred. This divine
indwelling gives all of matter
an Iintrinsic value, worth in
and of itself, thus negating the
utilitarian worth given to the
natural world and human per-
sons by systems driven by
power and profit. “The Spirit
fills the world and is in all
things. Since the Spirit is also
transcendent over the world,
divine  indwelling circles
round to embrace the whole

lish the delicate perichoretic
balance among all of creation,
“we shall destroy ourselves
and perish in the dying world
we kill.”57 Theology, with its
ability to witness to an option
tor the poor and to the sacred-
ness of life, offers to humanity
a way to participate in the sta-
bilization of the balance of
nature.

Elizabeth Johnson, in her
address to the Catholic Theo-
logical Society of America,
says that the three pillars of
theology are nature, God and
humanity. She calls for theol-
ogy to take an “inclusive turn
to the heavens and earth and
return to cosmology in order
to restore fullness of vision
and get theology back on

track.”®® She calls for a devel-
opment of theology that has a
tangible and comprehensive
ecological dimension within
which all theological topics are
rethought and that this eco-
logical framework be a sub-
stantive partner in theological
interpretation.59 It appears
clear that theology not only of-
fers something vital to the eco-
logical process but that ecol-
ogy/cosmology offers to the-
ology a way to revision the
world, humanity, and our re-
Jationship with God that, be-
cause of its inclusivity, makes
the vision full.

Our place and role in
the web of creation 1s indeed
unique and awe-full. As
Thomas Berry reminds us,
we are “that part of creation
in whom the universe reflects
on and celebrates itself in con-
scious self-awareness.”%0 We
not only know that we know,
but we are capable of knowing
that we are intimately con-
nected to all that is and that
this interconnectedness 1s in-
terpenetrated with the sacred.
Our fulfillment as persons
gifted with life depends on
how well we reflect the uni-
verse back to itself and how
well we resonate within the di-
vinely created rhythmic dance
of creation.b! “Human beings
are made in such a way that
they always find themselves
with and i creation. Human
beings can be human and ful-
filled only by fulfilling the
world and by insertion in that
world. We have a commitment
that is profoundly ecological
and intended to maintain the
equilibrium of creation.”®?
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We choose to be at home,
and in this process, join with
all of creation in giving glory

to God.
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Wisdom Becomes Torah

Introduction

FORMING THE CENTER AND
the climax of the Book of
Sirach is a hymn to personi-
fied Wisdom (Sir 24:1-36),
which includes a plethora of
nature images that portray
Wisdom as indigenous to and

Alice M. Sinnott, R.S.M.

carried out in Jerusalem
(1 Macc 1:11-15; 2 Macc
4:7-17) under Jason the high
priest (174-171 BCE). The
author’s grandson—the Greek
translator—in the prologue?
gives details about Ben Sira
and his times, and mentions
that he (the grandson) arrived

Ben Sira marks the end of the
first encounter between
Judaism and Hellenistic civilization
and initiates a new era.

at home in the land of Israel.
This figure, who appears in
Proverbs, Sirach, Baruch, Wis-
dom of Solomon and probably
Job, was created and devel-
oped within the Israelite/]Jew-
ish traditions by the wisdom
writers, In the Book of Sirach,
the author recreates a vibrant
and flexible Wisdom figure,
which, while revealing unmis-
takable links to the Wisdom
figure in Prov 8:22-31, in this
hymn 1s identified with the
Torah of Moses! for a people
who are tempted by Hel-
lenism. Ben Sira’s identifica-
tion .of Wisdom with Torah
gives this figure a new orienta-
tion in Judaism.

The Book of Sirach can be
dated to the first quarter of
the second century, during
the process of Hellenization

in Egypt in the thirty-eighth
year of the reign of King
Euergetes. It is generally
agreed that 132 BCE is the
date when Ben Sira’s grand-
son went to Egypt and trans-
lated his grandfather’s work
into Greek in the years follow-
ing, probably in the Hellenist
city of Alexandria—a place
of religious and philosophi-
cal ferment—where questions
about Jewish beliefs and tra-
ditions and their continuing
relevance within the Helle-
nistic world were current.
Such questioning resulted in
turmotil and division among
Jews, and combined with Ju-
daism’s suspicious attitudes
toward the surrounding world,
made allegiance to Judaism
difficult, f not impossible for
Jews for whom the universal
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appeal of Hellenism, with its
Greek culture and learning,
proved very attractive. Some
enthusiastically embraced
Hellenism—adopting Greek
thinking, customs and names—
but others maintained Jewish
traditions, modes of thinking,
and customs, thus resisting
Hellenization.

Writing about 180-175
BCE, immediately before the
Hellenistic reform attempt,
Ben Sira marks the end of the
first encounter between
Judaism and Hellenistic civi-
lization and initiates a new
era. He could hardly avoid the
controversy with Jews who, be-
cause of their assimilation to
Hellenism, had become almost
completely alienated from the
traditions of their ancestors.
For him, such people were
apostates from the law and no
longer believed that God
worked recognizably in their
world. Sirach 24 portrays Wis-
dom as central to the life of Ju-
daism (God commands Wis-
dom to “pitch her tent” in Je-
rusalem). The world has been
created by God for the sake of
human beings with a deep
purposefulness and harmony
that can be known; the central
point of humanity is Israel,
with a unique and miraculous
history guided by God. In the
Law of Moses, Israel is en-
trusted with the divine Wis-
dom itself, the power that or-
ders the whole creation.
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Reading Sirach 24

Introducing Wisdom
(Sir 24:1-2)

Wisdom sings her own praises,
among her otwn people she
proclaims her glory;

In the assembly of the Most High
she opens her mouth,

in the presence of his host she
declares her worth, —Sir 24:1-2

In introducing personified
Wisdom as singing her own
praises to her own people
(24:1-2) in “the assembly of
the Most High” (24:2), the
author seems to place Wisdom
in the heavenly court,® but it
becomes clear as the poem
progresses that she is in Jeru-
salem—in the Temple (Holy
Tent)—apparently leading the
“hiturgy” (v. 10).4

Wisdom’s Journey
(Sir 24:3-8)

From the mouth of the Most High !
came forth, and mistlike covered
the earth.

In the heights of heaven [ dwelt,
my throne on a pillar of cloud.
The vault of heaven [ compassed
alone, through the deep abyss [
took my course.

Quver waves of the sea, over all the
land, over every nation and
people I held sway.

Among them all | sought a resting
place; in whose inheritance
should | abide?

Saying, “In Jacob malke your
dwelling, in Israel your
inheritance.” —Sir 24:3-8

Wisdom begins her song by fo-
cusing on her journey from
the mouth of God (24:3)
through the vault of heaven to
the abyss (v. 5; cf. Job 22:14;
Prov 8:27) and concluding
with God’s command to dwell

in Israel (24:8).5 The relation-
ship between the two extremes
is heightened by the repeti-
tion of the verb kataskeno “to
pitch one’s tent” (24:4, 8), and
the accumulation of verb com-
pounds of kata- (24:3-4, 8)
emphasizes a descent. In issu-
ing from the mouth of God (cf.
Gen 1:2) and covering the
carth like a mist (24:3), Wis-
dom is equated with the life-
giving mist that waters the
earth in Gen 2:4b-6.% The Ma-
soretic Textreads: “a mist rose
up from the earth and watered
the whole surface of the soil,””
suggesting that Wisdom sus-
tains the fruitfulness of the
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the preexisting Temple in the
heavens which YHWH showed
to Moses, and in the image of
which the Jerusalem Temple
was built Exod 25:8-9, 10:
26:30; Sir 9:8).

Wisdom'’s domain encom-
passes the entire universe, as
intimated in the invocation of
the four dimensions—two ver-
ticals (the heavens and the
abyss) and two horizontals (the
sea and the land)—of the Jew-
ish cosmos (24:5-6a). She, like
(God, has dominion over sea,
land, peoples, and nations.?
Although her domain is uni-
versal, in that all the peoples
of the earth are included un-

Ben Sira anchors Wisdom and the
wisdom tradition in the beginnings of the
universe, and portrays her as a source of
abundant life, the secrets of the universe.

earth (24:5-6). By forming
such links, Ben Sira anchors
Wisdom and the wisdom tradi-
tion in the beginnings of the
universe, and portrays her asa
source of abundant life, the
secrets of the universe and
knowledge of God (cf. Sir
7:15-22).8 Her dwelling in the
heights (24:4) echoes the
earthly heights mentioned in
Prov 1:20-21, while her pres-
ence in the pillar of cloud re-
calls the glory of YHWH’s
presence in the cloud men-
tioned often in the Old Testa-
ment (Exod 13:21-22; in the
Temple of Solomon “the
cloud filled the house of
YHWH” 1 Kgs 8:10; it filled

der her sovereignty (24:6b),
Wisdom journeys in search of
a resting place, not in the sky
(24:4) but among people
(24:7), until the Fashioner/
Creator of all gave a com-
mand, and chose the spot for
her tent instructing her to es-
tablish herself in Israel
(24:8).10 The use of the verb
kataskéno denotes Wisdom’s
dwelling in the heavenly court
and in Israel.

Wisdom Pitches her Tent
(Sir 24:9-12)

Before the ages, from the first, he
created me,

and through the ages I shall not
cease fo be.
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In the holy Tent | ministered
before him, and then in Zion
took up my post.

In the city he loves as he does me,
he gave me rest; in Jerusalem is
my domain.

{ have struck root among the
glorious people;

in the portion of the Lord is my
inheritance, —Sir 24:9-12

A change of focus is intro-
duced 1n 24:9, with the Wis-
dom figure giving an account
of her origins. She claims to
have been created “before the
ages,” and her future has no
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“Ark of Testimony” (Exod
26:33: 40:21) because the two
“tables of the testimony” given
at Sinai (Exod 31:18) were
kept inside it (Exod 25:16;
40:20). In Deut 10:8, the term
“Ark of the Covenant” is used
and in Deut 31:9, 26, we read
that the scroll containing the
deuteronomic version of the
Law was given an honored
place alongside the Ark. Wis-
dom here identifies herself as
the Ark and in relation to
YHWH in her ministering be-

Wisdom identifies herself as the Ark and
in relation to YHWH in her ministering
before the Lord, thus suggesting that she
is the presence of YHWH leading the
liturgy in the Holy Tent.

limits, “will not cease to be.”!1

Her relation to time is corre-
lated with that of space
(24:2-819). Nevertheless, vv.
10-12 depicts Wisdom’s ap-
parent geographical/symbolic
location with the “Tent” which
recalls the Ark of the Cove-
nant in the Temple in Jerusa-
lem. However, Ben Sira was
writing in the Second Temple
period when the ancient
Ark—YHWH’s throne—had
disappeared, presumably, but
not demonstrably, because of
the Babylonian destruction of
the Temple and Jerusalem
(587 BCE). Since no new ark
had been constructed (Jer
3:16-17), it seems likely that
he is portraying Wisdom as
the substitute for the Ark.!3
The Ark/T'ent sheltered the

fore the Lord, thus suggesting
that she is the presence of
YHWH leading the “liturgy”
eleitourgesa (24:10) in the
“Holy Tent.” Verses 11-12
speak of the “city he loves”—
Jerusalem—as her domain
and imply that “the glorious
people” and “portion of the
Lord” refer to the whole peo-
ple of Israel.

Wisdom Flourishes Like a

Tree
(Sir 24:13-15)

Like a cedar on Lebanon { am
raised aloft, like a cypress on
Mount Hermon.

Like a palm tree in Engeddi |
stand out, likke a rose garden in
Jericho;

Like a fair olive tree in the
foothills,

Like a plane tree | am lofty beside
the water, —Sir 24:13-15

The linking of verses by “like”
emphasizes the physical loca-
tions mentioned in the text
with vv. 13-14 forming a unity
with important geographical
notations. From the literary
point of view, the triple repeti-
tion of the verb anupsothen “1
grew tall” suggests growth to
an impressive size. Wisdom
proclaims her excellence, and
desirability by attributing to
herself the qualities of some
indigenous trees. The “cedar
of Lebanon” (v. 13a)—the
most majestic and celebrated
tree in Syria-Palestine—was
used as a metaphor for
strength and beauty.!? The
“cypress” (v. 13b) was noted
for its great height.!> “Mount
Hermon” (v. 13b) on the
northeastern hborder of Pales-
tine—near Lebanon—over-
looked the ancient city of Dan
and the sources of the Jordan.
It remains to this day a sight of
great beauty in the Middle
East.!® Engeddi (v. 14a)—a
town also known as Hazazon
of the palms—is on the west-
ern shore of the Dead Sea, in
the wilderness of Judea. It was
famous for its date palms,
which grew feather-like leaves
and ?roduced excellent
dates.!” Jericho (v. 14b)—the
city of Benjamin in the Jordan
Plain west of the river Jordan—
a luxuriantly fertile area, also
called “the city of palm trees”
(2 Chr 28:15), was noted for its
magniftcent rose gardens (v.
14).18 Olive trees “beautiful in
appearance,” (v. 14c) the main
fruit-bearing trees of the Medi-
terranean region, flourish in
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the foothills in the area known
as the Shephelah.l® Plane
trees (v. 14d) are found in
small numbers mainly in the
northern part of the Holy
Land.2% The inclusion of the
phrase “beside the water”—
while possibly emphasizing
the source of the trees’ growth
in an arid land-—may be
linked with similar references
in Pss 1:5; 63:1; 65b:9;
107:35.21

Ben Sira, through this se-
ries of comparisons with in-
digenous trees and shrubs—
familiar from earlier biblical
texts and known for such
qualities as beauty, strength,
provision of nourishment,
and attractiveness—attributes
these qualities to personified
Wisdom. In this section (vv,
13—15), the sites mentioned
are near or on the borders of
Israel. Gilbert surmises that
we cannot escape the impres-
sion that the author intends to
mark out the frontiers of the
country occupied by a people
for whom he was writing.2?
Clearly, Wisdom claims to
have “grown tall,” and flour-
ished in the whole of the land
of Israel. However, these lines
also evoke the imagery of the
garden of Eden planted by
God (Gen 2:8-9).

Wisdom in the Liturgy
(Sir 24:15--17)

Like a cinnamon, or fragrant
cane, or precious myrrh, | give
perfume;

Likee galbanum and onycha and
mastic, like the odor of incense in
the Holy Tent. I spread out my
branches like a terebinth, my
branches so bright and graceful.

1 bud forth delights like the vine,
my blossoms yield fruits fair and
rich, —Sirach 24:15-17

A definite switch to images
and vocabulary pertaining to
the cult appears i v. 15 when
the author introduces the 1m-
agery of perfumes and incense
used in the service of the
Meeting Tent in the wilder-
ness.”? “Cinnamon,” “fragrant
cane,” and “precious myrrh”
(v. 15a) were combined with
cassia (tree bark used as a
spice) and blended with olive
o1l to make a precious sacred
perfume used in the anointing
of Aaron and his sons, the
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pleasure similar to that of a
sweet-smelling perfume.
Imagery in vv. 16-17 re-
turns to flora with Wisdom be-
ing likened to the “terebinth”
(v. 16a)—a deciduous tree
with red berries noted for its
luxurious and expansive
branches?®—and to the vine
“Wisdom buds forth de-
lights/grace” (v. 17a). In Isra-
elite history, the terebinth was
associated with non-Yahwist
worship and cultic prostitu-
tion. Terebinth is also men-
tioned several times in the Old
Testament as a tree that char-
acterizes holy places. Some of
Isaiah’s harshest prophesies

Ben Sira attributes such qualities as
beauty, strength, provision of
nourishment, and attractiveness to
personified Wisdom.

Tent, the ark of the command-
ments, and other sacred ap-
purtenances.?* It was also with
chrism that the Temple was
consecrated by anointing the
Ark, the furniture in the sanc-
tuary, and the priests. “Gal-
banum” (v. 15c¢), a bitter (aro-
matic gum), “mastic” (an
aromatic gum from the mastic
tree), and “onycha” (the cal-
careous plate on the foot of
some mollusks) were blended
with pure frankincense to pro-
duce the incense used i the li-
turgical service in the Tent. In
v. 15d, Wisdom compares her-
self to “the odor of incense in
the Holy Tent,” thereby at-
tributing to herself these
qualities.? Wisdom gives

use the image of the terebinth
to address the apostasy and
unfaithfulness of the Israelite
people,?” as in “You will be
like a terebinth with flourish-
ing foliage” (Isa 6:13) which is
addressed to the kingdom of
Judah destined for destruc-
tion. The vine that yields only
bitter juice also appears in
many Old Testament texts as
an image of Judah (Isa 5:1-7).
A marked contrast is clear in
the way these images are ap-
plied to Israel and to Wisdom.
Wisdom in 24:16 is presented
as a terebinth with marvelous
branches, and as a vine pro-
ducing delicious fruit. The im-
age of the vine in Psalm 80
(79) is also evoked by Sirach,.




36

when it is introduced in v. 12
with Wisdom saying “I have
struck root among the glori-
ous people,” and is developed
in the theme of Wisdom as a
vine extending over the whole
countryside from the sea (the
coast-boundary) to the river
(the inland boundary). Tere-
binth and vine, when used by
the prophets for Israel, imply
unfaithfulness and destruc-
tion, whereas the same images
are used to suggest growth
and fruitfulness in Sirach
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Having pictured herself as
possessing the richest of fruits
and wine, Wisdom now ad-
dresses an invitation to the
people to share in her banquet
(vv. 19-22). This well-
established Old Testament
image (Prov 9:1-6; Isa 25:26;
55:1-3) carries with it distinct
liturgical implications.3! In
Isa 55:2-3, a banquet of “what
is good” is given so that “your
soul may live.” It is also within
the context of a banquet that
the divine promise is given: “I

Anyone who obeys Wisdom will not be
put to shame; while the fool—the person
who does not keep the Law—will
experience shame and disgrace

24.28 Wisdom produces fruits
fair and rich, fruits of honor
and wealth, and her domain is
God’s holy city, in which she
addresses the people directly
(24:17-19).29  Wisdom’s
speech in the Jerusalem Tem-
ple highlights the centrality of
the Temple in Sirach 24. Ath-
sions to a Temple perspective
and setting highlight the cult
in Sirach.??

Wisdom’s Banquet
(Sir 24:19-22)

Come to me, you that yearn for
me, and be filled with my fruits;
You will remember me as sweeter
than the honeycomb.,

They who eat me will hunger still,
they who drinke of me will thirst
for more;

They who obey me will not be put
to shame, those who work with
me will never fail. —Sir 24:19-22

will make with you an everlast-
ing covenant, my steadfast,
sure love for David” (Isa 55:3).
Contrary to every appearance,
the permanent, everlasting
covenant made with David is
to endure, but now the cove-
nant will be with “you” (in He-
brew, this is clearly a plural
pronoun). As David was “a wit-
ness to the peoples” (Isa 55:4)
in that his victories over the
nations testified to the power
of the Lord (Ps 18:43-45a), so
now the people are to be wit-
nesses to the nations, “you are
my witnesses” (Isa 43:10,
44:8).32 The steadfast sure
love (2 Sam 7:15; Ps 89:28)
granted to the Davidic line is
now for all.

Ben Sira uses the notion
of remembering, associated
with acts of worship in a vari-
ety of contexts.?¥ Sir 24:20

recalls in sapiential vocabu-
lary the notion of blessings on
the earth (cf. Pentateuch), by
evoking images of a land flow-
ing with milk and honey, and
of a geographical expansion,
which produces an abundance
of the fruits of the earth (cf.
Neh 9:25). The blessings of
the earth are the ingredients
for Wisdom’s banquet, both
those remembered and those
of the future. Wisdom’s mem-
ory, “you will remember me as
sweeter than honey, better to
have than the honeycomb”
(24:20), draws attention to her
all-pervading presence and
endurance.?* Sapiential ex-
pressions appearing in vv.
19-22 focus on Wisdom’s invi-
tation to: “be filled with her
fruits,” which are “fair and
rich” (v. 17);3% “you that yearn
for me” (v. 19); “sweeter than
honey,” and “better . . . than
the honeycomb” (v. 20);36
anyone who cats and drinks of
her delights “will hunger” and
“thirst for more” (v. 21);37
anyone who “obeys” Wisdom
(cf. Prov 8:32a) “will notbe put
to shame”; while the fool—the
person who does not keep the
Law—will experience shame
and disgrace (v. 22; cf. Ps
22:6).

Wisdom and the Torah
(Sir 24:23-29) -

All this is true of the book of the
Most High's covenant, the law
which Moses enjoined on us, as a
heritage for the community of
Jacob.

It is brimful, like the Pishon, with
Wisdom—

like the Tigris at the time of the
new crops.
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It runs over, like the Euphrates

with understanding; . L

lilce the Jordan at haruest time.

It floods like the Nile, with

knowledge; like the:G't"hOn at

vintage time. . .0

The first human bemg never knew

Wisdom fully,

nor will the last succeed in

fathoming her. s

Deeper than the sea are her SRR

thoughts; L

her counsels than the great abyss
—8ir24.23-29

Ben Sira’s reflection on the
role of Wisdom (24:23-29) is
composed of six verses of two
lines each, except for v. 23,
which has three lines. This
stanza, in which Ben Sira is
again the speaker, identifies
Wisdom with the Torah, thus
providing a key to the dis-
course of Wisdom.?® In con-
trast to the preceding and fol-
lowing verses, v. 23 is in prose,
and begins with an emphatic
statement that Wisdom is the
Torah of Israel.?” In defining
Wisdom as the Torah, Ben
Sira places her clearly within
the Israelite tradition that
stretches back to the Mosaic
covenant, “a heritage for the
community of Jacob,” and to
Israelite origins. References to
Exod 24:7 “the book of the
covenant,” and to Deut 33:4
“the law which Moses com-
manded,” link personified
Wisdom with the whole of the
Hebrew tradition. A linking of
creation with the Law (Psalm
19) and observance of the Law
with giving evidence of wis-
dom to the nations (Deut
4:6-9) assigns a sapiential
twist to the Torah.#0 Wisdom
is consistently the focal point.
She is the Torah—the posses-

sion of Israel—which associ-
ates her with the divine pres-
ence in Israel. The author
perceives Torah as a continu-
ally rising flood in relation to

_‘which his own teachings are a
- minor stream (Sir 24:25-29).

In the Pentateuch, we
read of actions such as the
creation of the world, the
choice of Israel, the bestowal
of the land in the center of
which is situated the Temple
of Jerusalem where the liturgy
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over like the Euphrates with
understanding” (v. 26::1);45
“like the Jordan at harvest
time” (v. 26b); like the Nile
that “floods with knowledge”
(v. 27a); and “like the Gihon at
vintage time” (v. 27b).46 In
naming the four branch rivers
that flowed out of Eden (Pis-
hon, Gihon, Tigris, Euphra-
tes; Gen 2:10--14) as exempli-
fying features of Wisdom/
Torah, an unmistakable con-
nection is being made with the

A linking of creation with the Law and
observance of the Law with giving
evidence of wisdom to the nations

assigns a sapiential twist to the Torah.

in honor of YHWH is cele-
brated, and from which comes
the word of YHWH (Isa 2:4;
Mic 4:2). Both Torah and no-
mos denote the whole of God’s
teaching in actions and in
words.4! Verses 25-27 are
paralleled and detail the
benefits of nomos which are the
overflowing of Wisdom, of
which Torah is the expres-
sion.*2 Those who listen to
Wisdom are filled with what
she is herself.

The overflowing of Wis-
dom 1is further elaborated
upon in the portrayal of as-
pects of Wisdom/Torah in
terms of six rivers associated
with the history of Israel:
“brimful, like the Pishon with
wisdom” (v. 25a);% “like the
Tigris at the time of the new
crops” (v. 25b);** “running

Garden of Eden, and with the
land of Israel. Perhaps there is
also a suggestion that a com-
plete union of Wisdom and
Torah evokes the blessed set-
ting depicted in Genesis 2.
Images of the Nile (Exod
1:22-2:14) and the Jordan
(Josh 3:14-4:18) applied to
Wisdom/Torah evoke pivotal
“events” in Israelite history.
The Nile recalls the fate of
firstborn Hebrew male chil-
dren in Israel and the saving
of Moses from the water to be-
come the one who leads the
Hebrews out of bondage and
receives the covenant at Sinai,
while mention of the Jordan
recalls the crossing of the Isra-
elites with the Ark of the Cove-
nant into the land of promise.
Eden, Jerusalem, and the Tem-
ple are linked by the Gihon. D1




38

Lella notes that perfect hal-
ance is achieved in vv. 25-27
by having one river in each of
the six lines.*” Recalled in the
linking of the Jordan and the
Nile to the four rivers of Para-
dise is Gen 13:10, “the Jordan
Plain was well watered every-
where like the garden of
YHWH, like the land of
Egypt.”48 In addition, Gen
15:18 says “YHWH made a
covenant with Abram, saying,
“to your descendants I give
the land, from the river of
Egypt to the great river, the
river Euphl‘ates.”49 Sirach cir-
cumscribes the land by the Ti-
gris, the Euphrates, and the
Nile, and nominates the two
rivers of Paradise as 1its
boundaries. His paralleling of
the Jordan (the river of entry
mnto the promised land) with
the Nile (the river tlowing out
of Egypt) implies a harmoni-
zation of the creation of Eden
with the gift of the land, thus
suggesting that Ben Sira sees
the land of Israel as the Gar-
den of Eden.

According to Ben Sira, it
is in this land that Wisdom, of
which Torah is the expression,
is abundant. He continues to
sketch Wisdom’s territorial
expansion to the point of her
“pitching her tent” in the
Temple, and spreading over
the entire land—the land of
Paradise.”® Sir 24:28-29 reit-
erates this in parallel and anti-
thetical phrases highlighting
the total incomprehensibility
and immensity of Wisdom.
“The first human being never
knew Wisdom fully” (v. 28a)
because the Torah, which is
Wisdom, was not yet revealed,
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and even the “last human be-
ing” on Earth will not “suc-
ceed in fathoming her” (v.
28b). This merism—first hu-
man and last human—empha-
sizes that Wisdom is beyond all
human understanding and
human attempts to attain her,
as does the comparison of the
sea with the abyss which fur-
ther enlarges the image of
Wisdom’s total incomprehen-
sibility. Water is a particularly
apt symbol of Wisdom, This
well-established image of di-

Again will | send my teachings
forth shining like the dawn,

to spread their brightness afar off;
Again will I pour out teaching like
prophecy,

and bequeath it to generations yet
to come, —Sir 24:30-33

In vv. 30-34, Ben Sira reflects
on the task of the wisdom
teacher, who is both an “ex-
positor of the Torah” (Sir
3:15) and one who “will pour
out teaching like prophecy”
(24:53). He sounds a humble
note in claiming that he will
leave his instruction to all fu-

Ben Sira reflects on the task of the
wisdom teacher, who is both an expositor
of the Torah and one who will pour out
teaching like prophecy.

vine munificence and good-
ness (Isa 12:3; Jer 2:13; 17:13;
Ps 36:9-10) is depicted in,
“deeper than the sea . . . than
the great abyss” (cf. Gen 1:2),
where the chiastic structure of
v. 29 emphasizes Wisdom’s
vastness and simultaneously
concludes this section. Water
imagery is retained in the next
section by the equating of Wis-
dom with a great river.

Role of the Author/Wisdom
Teacher
(Sir 24:30-33)

Now, { like a rivulet from her
stream, channeling the walers
forth into a garden,

Said to myself, " will water my
plants, my flower bed [ will
drench”

And suddenly this rivulet of mine
became a river, then this stream
of mine, a sea,

ture generations (24:32-34
Ben Sira’s language in
24:30-34 does feature some
prophetic echoes and, accord-
ing to the Syriac version, it is
said to be prophecy.>2 Other
sections of Sirach offer in-
struction to the wisdom
teacher, but in a different
vein.?3

Ben Sira likens himself, as
awisdom teacher, to “a rivulet
from her stream” (v. 30a), thus
continuing the imagery of vv.
2529, “T am like a canal issu-
ing from a river, like a water-
course I flow towards para-
dise.” This seems to link the
stanza with the preceding
verses, suggesting that the To-
rah makes Wisdom abundant
in the same way as a river.54
However, Ben Sira is not a
river and he does not identify
himself with Wisdom, but

)_51
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claims to be but a tributary. He
compares himself with a rivu-
let issuing from Wisdom’s
stream, which channels its wa-
ters into a garden to irrigate
plants and flowers and in the
process becomes a river and
even a sea. Echoed here is

Ben Sira does not envis-
age the wisdom teacher as the
source—the gushing spring—
but likens him to a canal into
which the source pours, and
which takes the water to the
garden to irrigate it with the
water from the source, for

These new images of the Wisdom figure
create new ways of perceiving the
presence of God.

Ezek 47:1-12 where the water
tflows from the eastern side of
the Temple, thus evoking the
Gihon under the same name
as the fourth river of paradise.
Ben Sira—a resident in Jeru-
salem (Sir 50:27)—may be
portraying himself as spread-
ing Wisdom which he has al-
ready located in the Temple at
Jerusalem (Sir 24:10). In Eze-
kiel the water from the Tem-
ple enables the desert land of
Judah to be fruitful and blos-
som, and so transforms it into
the garden of paradise. Ben
Sira places the theme of para-
dise in this context (Sir
24:25-27, 30). Wisdom’s de-
velopment, as depicted in the
antecedent verses, is mirrored
in the activity of the author
who may be claiming a role in
maintaining the fruitfulness of
the earth in the sense of being
a bearer of wisdom (as he
claims for Wisdom, according
to the Greek of Sir 24:30b).
Here a striking link with Gen
2:6-10 appears, “a river
flowed out of Eden to water
the garden.”

which he 1s the vehicle. As a
channel of Wisdom, he pro-
claims his message so that 1t
spreads abroad. Verse 32b
suggests a view that extends
beyond the borders of Israel
(in spite of the focus on the
land in this poem), in which
the Diaspora is seen welcom-
ing the Book of Sirach m the
Greek version.?® Ben Sira’s
portrayal of the Wisdom fig-
ure exhibits a multidimen-
sional approach throughout,
and he now applies this ap-
proach in his portrayal of him-
selfl—and wisdom teachers
generally—as Wisdom’s disci-
ple, who by expanding his
teaching, synthesizes time and
geography for all who seek
Wisdom (24:9b).

‘Thus the author gradually
leaves the land of Israel and
develops his theme by using
imagery associated with the
Garden of Eden, and with how
he finally integrates the no-
tions of place and time (sea-
sons). In identifying Wisdom
as Torah, Ben Sira reinter-
prets and presents Wisdom
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anew in his day so that the rich
tradition of Wisdom/Torah
would not be discarded or be-
come outmoded in the face of
Hellenism. As the riches and
heritage of Wisdom and To-
rah are united, the role and
function of this greatly en-
riched figure take on a more
varied expression.,

Wisdom’s Role in
Sirach 24

Wisdom Portrayed in New
Settings

Wisdom is portrayed in Sirach
in new situations: singing her
own praises from the assembly
of the Most High (24:1-2),
coming forth from the mouth
of the Most High (v. 2), cover-
g the earth like a mist (v. 3),
having dominion over every-
thing (v. 6), taking root in
Jacob/Israel (v. 9), settling
in Jerusalem and leading
the liturgical service in the
“Holy Tent” (v. 10), and being
one with Torah (v. 23; cf.
Bar 4:1-2). These new irages
of the Wisdom figure create
new ways of perceiving the
presence of God. Wisdom in
Sirach reinterprets earlier tra-
ditions and makes available
anew possibility, an alterna-
tive world, in which Wisdom
speaks, offering a way of life
based on the Torah.

Faithfulness to Wisdom Is
Faithfulness to Torah

According to Sir 24:23, every-
thing that Wisdom proclaims
in her discourse corresponds
to the Torah. As Wisdom’s
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discourse has nothing legalis-
tic in it, a question arises as to
the sense in which the claim is
to be understood. No spe-
cific mention is made of any
commandment of the Law,
nor is a list of authorized in-
junctions provided. The last
verses of Sirach 24 are
couched as an invitation to be-
come a discple of Wisdom. So
the Torah is not presented as a
legal code or list of command-
ments binding on all who seek
to be faithful to their heritage.

SINNOTT: WISDOM BECOMES TORAH

They were aware that the
world taught them something
that was beyond it—some-
thing which in no way op-
posed the revelation of
YHWH in their history—but
was the experience which life
taught them.

At the beginning of his
work, Ben Sira sets out his ba-
sic principle for his readers:
“If you desire wisdom, keep
the commandments” (1:26).
In practice, Wisdom and the
Law have become one, and

For Ben Sira, personified Wisdom and
Torah are inseparable and become a
unity in Israel.

In the time of Sirach, the Pen-
tateuch—the Torah—was al-
ready familiar to the Jewish
people. So it seems likely that
Sir 24:23, in referring to the
Torah, is speaking of the Pen-
tateuch. These five books do
contain laws, but these are in-
serted in a story covering Is-
rael’s sacred history from
creation to the death of Moses
in sight of the Promised Land
on the eve of the conquest. It is
not surprising that Sir 24:3
echoes Gen 1:1-3 and Deut
33:4 m evoking the history of
the origin of the world, while
Sir 24:7-8 highlights the elec-
tion of Israel from among all
the peoples.

Wisdom writers sought to
address their audiences as
people who shared the experi-
ences of the physical world,
and called them to understand
the world as they perceived it.

Ben Sira expresses this by put-
ting the great hymn of Wis-
dom—Sirach 24, in which this
fusion is achieved—in the cen-
ter of his work. With this step,
Wisdom becomes the exclu-
sive gift of God to Israel. This
provided the possibility of re-
jecting an alien, autonomous
1deal of wisdom that refused
any association with the Law,
which for Ben Sira would be
idolatry. Accordingly, he
warns against false “striving
for wisdom” (5:21-24). Ie
takes up ecarlier ideas but
modifies them, and he does so
to gain a contemporary start-
ing point for his argument.
Transgression of the Law and
apostasy bring certain punish-
ment from God in this life,
while fear of God and obedi-
ence to the Law lead to all the
good things which are worth
striving for, even to his

opponents:  “honor  and
praise,” “happiness, joy and a
long life,” “well-being and
flourishing health,” and, not
least, an “abiding remem-
brance after death” (39:9-11).
Ben Sira’s work is shot
through with a firm connec-
tion between human action
and divine retribution that
gives it its polemic force.56
While, in Proverbs, action and
consequence are (0 some €x-
tent directly related, in Sirach
God is the one who initiates
and carries out punishment
“the Lord alone will be de-
clared righteous” (Sir 18:2).57

Torah Becomes the Object
of Reflection

Keeping in mind that Sirach is
the work of a wisdom writer,
Ben Sira’s description of him-
self—or of the generic wisdom
teacher—shows that the To-
rah itself has become the ob-
ject of reflection for the wis-
dom writers. Thus Wisdom
identified with the Torah is in-
tegral to wisdom teaching and
writing.

For Ben Sira, personified
Wisdom and Torah are in-
separable and become a unity
in Israel. Itis possible that Ben
Sira, who was living in Jerusa-
lem at a time when Judaism
encountered Hellenism, would
have sought to defend the pat-
rimony of Israel by showing its
grandeur and long-standing
credentials, While Sirach 24
does not exhibit any specific
examples of anti-Hellenism,
or censure of Hellenistic teach-
ings or practices (no reference
to Hellenism appears—surely
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a case of a deliberate ignoring
of a movement that was so
widespread and powerful), he
does laud Judaism’s ancient
heritage.5® In chapter 24, Ben
Sira illustrates, develops, and
enriches the figure of personi-
fied Wisdom identified with
the Torah by demonstrating
the coherence of these two
arms of Israel’s sacred tradi-
tions. He enhances Israel’s
heritage for the Jews by show-
ing that the Torah can legiti-
mately be understood and ac-
cepted in a wisdom setting.
The people of Israel must not
lose faith in the Torah or re-
gard their wisdom as in any
way inferior to that of the Hel-
lenists, but they are to treasure
Wisdom/T'orah as a total an-
swer to those who do not know
or appreciate the sacred tradi-
tions of Judaism.

In Sirach, the Torah is
perceived as the expression of
two of the author’s deep con-
victions on the subject of Wis-
dom. In one sense he insists on
the tent as the cornerstone
from which Wisdom shines.
He may be applying to Wis-
dom what TIsa 2:3 and Mic 4:2
say of the Torah, “For from
Zion will come the Torah and
from Jerusalem the Word of
YHWH.” The Torah is not a
simple code of laws, but the
privileged expression of Wis-
dom coming to dwell with hu-
man beings. Ben Sira per-
ceives in the Torah the reve-
lation of God present to his
people, of which the Temple is
the location par excellence. A
dual movement of the concen-
tration and expansion of

Wisdom pervades the struc-
ture of Sirach 24 as illustrated
in “From the mouth of the
Most High I came forth, and
mistlike covered the earth,”
which is a reinterpretation of
Gen 2:6 “as a stream rising
from the earth and watering
the whole face of the ground,”
thus confirming Wisdom as
the element which ensures the
vitality and fruitfulness of the
Torah,
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priestly version of the crea-
tion.59 In her hymn of self-
praise, Wisdom 1is com-
manded by God to “pitch her
tent” in Israel,?! and becomes
identified with the Temple
service and the Law of Moses.
The image of creation by word
negates any view of the Crea-
tor as a deus absconditus, but
rather portrays a God who is
intimately imvolved with crea-
tion, and as one who estab-
lishes order in creation. Fur-

Ben Sira draws attention specifically to
the role of Wisdom in creation by having
Wisdom proclaim, “Before the ages, from
the first, he created me, and through the
ages | shall not cease to be.”

Wisdom/Torah Extend the
Horizons of Israelite Faith

Ben Sira draws attention spe-
cifically to the role of Wisdom
in creation in Sir 24:9 by hav-
ing Wisdom proclaim, “Before
the ages, from the first, he cre-
ated me, and through the ages
Ishall not cease to be” {cf. Prov
8:23). In this, she 1s distinct
from God, her Creator, and,
while sharing the state of a
creature with the rest of crea-
tion, she isunique in being the
first of creation—"before the
ages”—and thus different
from everything created after
her.%9 Sir 24:3 describes the
origin of Wisdom by allusion
to Gen 1:1-3, “Wisdom came
out of the mouth of God.”
Here Wisdom is depicted as
the first creative word in the

thermore, the image of God as
Creator by word invalidates
any view of God as capricious.
Sirach 24 understood
Godas speaking through Wis-
dom/T'orah, which is the em-
bodiment of the creative, life-
giving word of the Creator.
Ben Sira initiates this new de-
parture for wisdom thought,
by bringing into harmony the
twin notions of Torah and
Wisdom as the means by which
the horizons of Israelite faith
are extended. Through a se-
ries of parallels, Wisdom~—the
first creation—is shown to be
one with the Torah—"the
book of the Most High’s cove-
nant”—which also highlights
creation by YHWH. In Sirach,
we see a transformation of the
prophet-like Wisdom figure of
Proverbs into a Wisdom figure
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identified with the Torah. Di-
vine wisdom exists in Israel m
concrete form in the Torah,
which is Israel’s Wisdom be-
fore the nations of the world
and is in essence a restatement
of its election.

All this is the book of the
covenant of the Most High
God, the law which Moses
commanded us, as an inheri-
tance for the congregations of
Jacob (Sir 24:23).52

All the preceding state-
ments are included in the “all”
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faithful to the Torah. While
the old mythological notion
that Wisdom sought a dwell-
ing place on Earth in vain and
in disappointment returned
to her heavenly dwelling was
rescinded, Ben Sira assures his
readers that Wisdom has
found her abiding place on
Earth in the Torah, which was
entrusted to Israel alone.
Whether Ben Sira was the {irst
to make this momentous iden-
tification, or whether he took
it over from elsewhere is im-

Ben Sira reinterprets Israelite tradition in
language that recalls and highlights its
unique history . . . Such reinterpretation
enabled the Jewish people to remain
faithful to and to recover their Jewish
heritage when it was in danger.

of v. 23a. In this way, the
many-layered conception of
cosmic wisdom was indissolu-
bly associated with the history
of Israel, and, conversely, the
Law which was attacked m Je-
rusalem and may have become
a source of embarrassment for
some Jews in the time of Ben
Sira was given a historical and
a rational basis. Sirach 24 fo-
cuses on. the uniqueness of the
Jewish heritage as expressed
in personified Wisdom.

Torah Locates Wisdom in
Israel’s History

Clearly, in both passages, uni-
versal wisdom becomes the
possession of the people of Is-
rael and ultimately of those

possible to discover. However
it came about, it marks the cli-
max in the composition of
Sirach’s writing that has come
down to us. It seems likely that
this result of a lifetime’s work
may also have been a presen-
tation of ideas about Wisdom
that was new.

At the climax of Wisdom’s
song, the author of Sirach
makes an unabashed and un-
paralleled identification of
Wisdom as the book of the
covenant of the Most High (Sir
24:23; cf. Bar 3:9—4:3). Thus,
universal Wisdom 1s specifi-
cally connected with the his-
tory of Israel and its covenant
Iaw. This, of course, is but em-
phasizing what Wisdom her-
self declared when she an-

nounced that God instructed
her to pitch her tent in Israel
and dwell among the people.

Ben Sira makes Wisdom
and Torah inseparable
(24:8-12, 2%; 12:23).5% Con-
fronting us here is a question
about whether Wisdom flowed
into Torah or Torah into Wis-
dom, and whether the wisdom
authors and Deuteronomists
were the same. Wisdom’s rela-
tionship to the Torah in
Sirach must be understood
against the background of
confusion and assimilation of
Judaism by Hellenism. Some
consideration must be given to
the effects on Judaism of liv-
ing in a predominantly Helle-
nistic society. Clearly, Jewish
thought was greatly influ-
enced by its Hellenistic envi-
ronment, Ben Sira reinter-
prets lsraelite tradition in
language that recalls and
highlights its unique history
and development. He employs
enduring Israelite themes, 1m-
ages, and metaphors to re-
fashion the Wisdom figure.
Such reinterpretation enabled
the Jewish people to remain
faithful to and to recover their
Jewish heritage when it was in
danger of being eroded and
assimilated by the prevailing
Hellenistic culture.

A simple, yet astute, logic
underlies the move to identify
Wisdom and Torah., Wisdom
and Torah were both the di-
vine way of life; it followed ine-
luctably that they were the
same, as Ben Sira makes clear
by placing this teaching in the
center of his composition.
Wisdom, as the Torah itsell, 1s
the means by which God is
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revealed to human beings,
while they, on the other
hand, achieve communion
with God by means of the To-
rah, and equally by means of
Wisdom. In Sirach, this iden-
tification becomes complete
with the figure of Wisdom
quoting Deut 33:4 and apply-
ing the verse to herself (Sir
24:23). Ben Sira, in making
Wisdom identical with the Mo-
saic law, declares her to be a
divine gift, rather than a hu-
man acquisition, and thus
makes Israelite Wisdom supe-
rior to Hellenic wisdom.
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Strands of Celtic Spirituality in the Cloak of

THIS ESSAY HAS ITS ORIGINS
in my growing interest in
Celtic spirituality, in an atten-
tiveniess to our corporate com-
mitment “to act in harmony
and interdependence with all
creation,” and in an on-going
conversation the Sisters and
Associates in the Mercy Asso-
ciation in Scripture and The-
ology [MAST] have been hav-
ing for the last ten years about
Catherine McAuley: how she
lived, what she read, and the
ways she prayed.1 One of the
essays I presented as part of
that conversation, “Echoes of
Celtic Christianity in the Life
and Work of Catherine
McAuley,” was previously pub-
lished in The MAST ]ou’mal.z
Since the publication of that
work, I have continued to read
and reflect both on recent
works in the field of Celtic
Spirituality and the works of
our own Sisters as they dig
around in our historical roots.
I continue to be grateful to the
historians and McAuley schol-
ars among us, especially Mary
Daly, R.S.M.,3 Mary Celeste
Rouleau, R.S.M.,* and Mary
C. Sullivan, R.8.M.,5 for their
extensive contributions to our
experience and understand-
ing of Catherine.

As T have said before, 1
come to the circle of conver-
sation not as a historian, but
as a systematic theologlan
and daughter of Catherine

Catherine McAuley

Julie Upton, R.S.M.

McAuley. While the historian
focuses on facts, the theolo-
gian characteristically wan-
ders off listening to echoes or
picking up strands of conver-
sation here and there.

see the strands of Celtic spiri-
tuality woven into the fabric of
Mercy life.

There will follow the
inevitable question, “Is it one
strand of Celtic spirituality or

Only by close examination will we see the
strands of Celtic spirituality woven into the
fabric of Mercy life.

In my previous work, I
used the term “echo” very de-
liberately. Echoes are faint,
soft, and fuzzy. They are not
heard as much as suspected,
and only when you suspect
them do you actually listen for
them. Even then, it is still diffi-
cult to pinpoint the echo’s
source. As sound grows from
its source, it expands, with the
effect of surrounding the
hearer. In order to discover
the source of the sound, you
must both look carefully and
listen intently.

Similarly, I am using the
metaphor of “strand” very de-
liberately. Strands are wispy, if
you will. When you examine
the weave of a cloth closely,
you see that there are many
different-colored strands. The
shawl that you were so sure was
lavender, upon closer exami-
nation you now see is woven of
blue, green, and red. Only by
such close examination will we
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are there actually several
strands?” That, however, 15
not the question under con-
sideration here, nor will I ar-
gue for how thick or sturdy are
the strands of Celtic Spiritual-
ity I will pull at. Rather, T will
begin by explaining what is
meant by the term Celtic
Christianity and presenting a
few elements of a specific type
of spirituality that took shape
in Ireland. I will then turn to
Catherine’s life and work, and
invite you to examine some of
the strands that I see. All this, [
hope, will present us with some
possibilities  for  under-
standing ourselves, the mis-
sion of mercy, and our tradi-
tion differently as we see
ourselves now wrapped in
Mother McAuley’s many-
colored cloak. Perhaps then we
will also come to see a newer,
older way “to act in harmony
and interdependence with all
creation.”

L
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Celtic Christianity

During what is pejoratively
called the Dark Ages, a differ-
ent kind of Christianity flour-
ished in the Celtic lands, espe-
cially in Ireland. In the
mid-fifth (:emtury,6 when St.
Patrick was on his mission to
Christianize Ireland, the Ro-
man Empire was crumbling,
and the barbarians were over-
running Europe. Beyond the
pale of Roman influence,
Christianity became incultur-
ated in Ireland. The gospel
message did not change, but it
was ignited by a Celic fire?
with the result that the Chris-

fortresses, where there were
no cities, towns, or even vil-
lages.? More compatible to
the simple, agrarian life of Ire-
land was the monastic society
indigenous to the Syrian and
Egyptian desert, with abbots
and abbesses as local religious
leaders rather than bishops
sent as envoys by Rome. No-
where 1s this difference more
ohvious than in church build-
ings. Compare the huge Ro-
man basilica St. Mary Major,
tor example, with the humble
stone chapel St. Kevin’s Kitchen
at Glendalough, County Wick-
low, which both date from
about the same period, and

It was pagan Celtic belief that women
were equal to men and had similar legal
rights, so it was almost axiomatic that the
Celtic church would encourage the
leadership of women.

tian faith burned differently in
the hearts and lives of the
Celtic people.® A brief look at
church organization, leader-
ship, and theology will give
you a sense of the difference
involved.

The mission to Ireland
came from Gaul, which was es-
sentially an urban church. In-
fluenced by the Roman idea of
political structure, the conti-
nental church took shape
around major cities and
towns, under the leadership of
a bishop. That form of eccle-
sial organization did not
adapt well to a land of scat-
tered farms and hilltop

you will have a good idea of
the significant difference be-
tween these two understand-
ings of “church.”

- A similar distinction can
also be seen in the under-
standing of leadership. Rather
than being rejected by the
Celtic Church, the pagan Druid
religion continued to be re-
spected, and many of its ideas,
attitudes, symbols, and rituals
were even absorbed into Celtic
Christianity over time. This
was most evidenced in the role
of women and the pattern of
ministry which developed in
Ireland. It was pagan Celtic
belief that women were equal

to men and had similar legal
rights, so it was almost axio-
matic that the Celtic church
would encourage the leader-
ship of women. Since tribal
leadership was spiritual rather
than temporal, Druidic lead-
ers functioned in a shamanic
role within the tribe. Both
men and women were media-
tors, knowers, and wisdom fig-
ures. Some specialized as
Jjudges, prophets, teachers, or
poets, with no one person fill-
ing all these roles.19

There were also theologi-
cal differences between the
Roman and Celtic Church as
well. They did not agree on
the dating of Easter, for exam-
ple. Other issues which sepa-
rated the two churches were
tonsure, celebration of the
Sabbath on Saturday, com-
munion under both kinds,
failure to enforce clerical celi-
bacy, and indications that
women functioned as regional
deaconesses.t! However, what
really separated the two, al-
though not articulated at the
time, was a matter of ethos,
The Celiswere, at root, a tribal
people, and that in itself
seemed to threaten the Ro-
man Church. While bishops
had ecclesiastical jurisdiction,
the abbots or abbesses had the
actual power, functioning as
tribal chiefs. Celtic monastic
settlements, as we will discuss
later, had a large lay, non-
celibate, family population,
with leadership handed down
through kinship lines. Auton-
omy and individuality were its
hallmarks.!2

The Church of Rome, as
you might imagine, was not
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well disposed to these differ-
ences, but the Celtic Church at
that time had a wide sphere of
influence. During the Dark
Ages, it was the Celtic Church
that kept learning alive, and
monastic scttlements were
noted as important schools
and centers of learning.!?
Celtic missionaries spread
over England even more
widely than continental mis-
sionaries from the south. By
the mid sixth-century, how-
ever, following the death of
several important abbots from
plague and the appointment
of the first native Englishman
as archbishop of Canterbury
in 653, the sphere of Roman
influence was strengthened.
The Celtic fire was “officially”
extinguished in 664 AD at the
Synod of Whithy, where the
Celtic Church was suppressed,
or brought into line with
Rome, depending on your way
of seeing the events of that
time. 14

Remember, though, that
fires can be very tricky. While
the Celtic Church as such
ceased to exist at the Synod of
Whitby, embers of that Celtic
fire still burned unsuspected,
surviving in the spirituality of
the people. It is inaccurate, in
fact, to speak of Celtic spiritu-
ality in the past tense. Al-
though some scholars refer to
Celtic spirituality as existing
only in the remote past, as-
suming that it ceased to exist
somewhere between the Dark
Ages and the early Middle
Ages, it is very much a present
reality. As Esther de Waal has
taken care to note, Celtic

spirituality is not primitive,
but primal.!?

The Survival of Celtic
Spirituality

“Spirituality” 1s a term that 1is
often used unreflectively to-
day, which can leave one con-
fused about its precise mean-
ing. Before listing any of the
characteristics of Celtic spiri-
tuality, therefore, let me give
you my framework for discuss-
ing spirituality in general. In

of them. 18 In this essay, I want
to pull at three—what I call the
monastic, the imaginal, and
the artistic—before examin-
ing how these strands are
woven into a spirituality that
impels us “to act in harmony
and interdependence with all
creation.”

Monastic Strand

Celtic Christianity—indeed
the origins of Christianity in
all of Britain—was essentially

While the Celtic Church as such ceased to
exist at the Synod of Whitby, embers of
that Celtic fire still burned unsuspected,

surviving in the spirituality of the people.

its broadest sense, I under-
stand “spirituality” as the
meaning system one develops
in order to understand one'’s
self, one’s relationship with
God, other people, and crea-
tion, and a way of making
sense out of what happens
within and around one. As
Edward C. Sellner has writ-
ten, spirituality “is about
the way we live and interpret
the world and the sacred
mystery that surrounds
us.”16 Spirituality, therefore,
is not limited to how we pray
or worship, but 1s reflected in
how we work and play, live,
and love,

The rapidly growing cor-
pus of literature on Celtic
Spirituality!? lists a dozen or
more characteristics evidenc-
ed by the people we call Celts.
In “Echoes,” I dealt with seven

monastic. Now before visions
of a huge complex of Gothic
buildings rises up before you,
let me remind you of the
peaceful Valley of the Two
Lakes we know as Glen-
dalough. That 1s the kind of
monastic settlement we are
discussing. Ordinary folk—a
large lay, non-celibate, family
population living in the sur-
rounding area who formed
part of the monastic settle-
ment—learned their way of
prayer from the monasteries,
As a result, they learned that
there was no separation be-
tween praying and living, for
prayer and work flowed into
and out of each other. They
were expected to pray the
daily offices, to follow a liturgi-
cal life shaped by a regular, or-
dered rhythm—gearly, sea-
sonal, and daily.1
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Monastic life, as it came to
be among the Celtic peoples,
was particularly influenced by
Martin of Tours. Bishop of
Tours (371 CE), Martin was
the first Westerner to become
influenced by the Eastern
monks. He founded a mon-
astery, Marmoutier—literally
meaning “the place of the big
tamily.” There, according to
Michael Mitton, the Scottish
Ninian was profoundly influ-
enced, and the story of the
Celtic Church in Britain has its
origin, igniting the Celtic
fire.?0 Martinian monasti-
cism, exported to Ireland, did
not produce well-organized

monasticism today was not
simply a way of life for a small
group of ascetics. In some
form or other, it was the way of
being Church for Celtic
Britain.

We see a natural flow be-
tween the active and contem-
plative in the writings of
Catherine McAuley. In “The
Spirit of the Institute” Cath-
erine shows us the fiber of her
spirituality—faithful attention
to the word of God. It is the
same attentiveness we come to
see in Jesus aswe read the Gos-
pels. Not only did he regularly
go apart to pray, but he con-
tinually referred to the rela-

It is important to note that what we might
call monasticism today was not simply a
way of life for a small group of ascetics. In
some form or other, it was the way of
being Church for Celtic Britain.

communities with a detailed
rule under the strong author-
ity of an abbot. Rather, itled to
relatively loose gatherings of
like-minded people. We find
no evidence of huge com-
plexes—merely an aggrega-
tion of buildings grouped
fairly haphazardly within a
boundary wall.?!

Furthermore, Martin and
his monks were not the
purely contemplative kind of
monks we might come to ex-
pect. On the contrary, they ac-
tively engaged in the work of
evangelization.

It is important to note
that what we might «call

tionship he had with the Fa-
ther. We see this most poeti-
cally in the Gospel according
to John, but it shines through
the other accounts as well. It is
the “balanced life” which so
much of the self-help litera-
ture of today expounds.
Catherine says:

. we must consider the
time and exertion which we
employ for the relief and in-
struction of the poor and ig-
norant as most conducive to
our own advancement in
perfection, and the time
given to prayer and all other
pious exercises, etc., we must
consider as employed to ob-
tain the grace, strength, and

animation which alone
could enable us to persevere
in the meritorious obliga-
tions of our state., God , . .
says “attend to thyself.”%2

We must, in the midst of the
rudeness, impiety, and im-
Ppatience which we shall wit-
ness, preserve meekness,
piety, and unwearied pa-
tience. But in order to do
this, we must prepare by ap-
plication to spiritual ex-
ercises: prayer, examen, lec-
ture, penance, and self--
denial. From each of these,
we draw new aid and the
grace of Jesus Christ, which
will accompany us in all we
undertake with a pure inten-
tion of pleasing Him
alone.

As recorded in “The Life of

Catherine McAuley” by Mary

Clare Moore (Bermondsey
Manuscript) we read that:

Each hour of the day had its
allotted duties. They rose
early, and regular devout ex-
ercises of prayer and spiri-
tual reading were practiced.
Although these were of some
continuance, they did not
satisfy the devotion of our
pious Founder, who besides
private meditations used to
rise at an earlier hour than
the rest, with one or two of
the juniors, to say the whole
of her favourite Psalter, and
read some spiritual book.2

And Clare Moore concludes
by stating that Catherine
McAuley taught the Sisters to
love the hidden life, laboring
on silently for God alone . . .2
The importance of pil-
grimage and journey in the
Celtic tradition, balanced with
a strong sense of place, are
sentiments that are very much
in tune with the experience of
Mercy tradition and temper of
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our own age.?® While indi-
viduals and groups of ascetics
believed that one particular
location “in the sacred land-
scape of the world ... was par-
ticularly potent for their spiri-
tual destiny,” they also lived as
people on a journey seeking
the place of their resurrection,
which they understood to be
their “deepest and truest self
in Christ,”27

Did Catherine McAuley
walk the pilgrim way in Glen-
dalough on one of her trips to
Carlow or join a band of pil-
grims to climb Croagh Patrick
on her visit to Westport? We
will probably never know the
answer to those questions this
side of the grave. Although
she did not use the language
of one who was seeking her
spiritual destiny or the place
of resurrection, she seemed to
live with that awareness.

Catherine’s sense of bal-
ance and the image of the see-
saw helped me to understand
that balance is primarily a
matter of being centered and
rooted. Catherine McAuley
was surely centered in God
and rooted in the gospel, re-
minding us ever so gently that
“we have one solid comfort
amidst this little tripping
about: our hearts can always
be in the same place, centered
in God, for whom alone we go
forward or stay back.”?8

That sense of balance 1s
reflected well in the “daily
distribution of time,”2" where
we see that the Sisters spent as
much time in contemplation
as they did in action. Catherine
knew that the temptation

would always be for us to go to
one extreme or the other. In
her day, the temptation was
the extreme of appropriating
the ascetical practices of clois-
tered communities: fasting,
hair shirts, self-flagellation,
ctc. She rightly recognized
that these could diminish the
quality of service one might
render in the mission of
mercy. Instead, she encour-
aged an asceticism of compas-
sion among the Sisters.??

“Turn what you can into a
jest!” “Dance every evening.”
Such balanced advice abounds
in Mother McAuley’s letters,
along with amusing and
whimsical poetry, as it does in
the life stories and sayings of
the other Celtic saints.

Even in physical sur-
roundings, Catherine notes
the importance of balance. In
giving the details of the Lim-
erick foundation she writes:

The Sisters spent as much time in
contemplation as they did in action.
Catherine knew that the temptation would
always be for us to go to one extreme or

| the other.

Hers was hardly a smooth
passage through this world,
and in establishing the Insti-
tute of Mercy, there were
many rugged sections of road
for Catherine. There were
problems with ecclesiastical
authorities, both at home and
in Rome, as well as struggles
with sickness and death in her
family and among the Sisters.
Catherine never lost hope or
abandoned the vision, but was
always reminding her associ-
ates that “without the Cross
the real Crown cannot come.
Some great thing which He
designs to accomplish would
have been too much without a
little bitter in the cup. Bless
and love the fatherly Hand
which has hurt you. He will
come with both Hands filled
with favours and blessings.”31

A very nice old convent, en-
closed by the walls of an ab-
bey: a beautiful ruin . . . A
very large weeping ash
hanging over the Grace; it
looks delightful and excites
meditation of the most con-
soling kind. A very nice chapel
and choir, good garden and
extensive school rooms . . .
the house is surrounded by
trees, etc., walking round,
and all enclosed with fine
old walls entirely lined with

ivy.

In describing new founda-
tions, in general, Catherine
usually makes reference to
gardens and trees as necessary
for restoring the spirit. In
other contexts, she often evi-
dences concern that a Sister
might need an extended
“change of air” before con-
tinuing her work.
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Sometimes Catherine
needed to be reminded of bal-
ance herself, as we read in a
letter addressed to her from
Andrew Fitzgerald, OP, presi-
dent of Carlow College:

But you must sometimes
think that you carry the
treasures of God in a fragile
vessel liable to break and
chink, and requiring fre-
quent repairs, to effect
which you cannot have lei-
sure amid the various intru-
sions of those immediately
about you. Break away from
them and come down to the
calm, quiet residence of your
children here. A few days with
us will renovate mind and
body, and send you home
fresh for new toils. Remem-
ber God has given you
charge of the health you em-
ploy in His service . . . Now,
my dearest old friend, in
unison with all here I ear-
nestly beg of you to have
compassion onyourself. ..

Imaginal Strand

This term “imaginal” is yet an-
other example of theological
jargon. Itis used specifically to
validate or legitimate an ele-
ment of spirituality which
some might otherwise regard
as “imaginary.” Noel Dermot
O’Donoghue makes this dis-
tinction between the two. He
writes, “an imaginary being or
world 1s created by our free
faculty of imagination . . .; the
imaginal world, the mundus
#maginalis, on the other hand,
does claim precisely this: that
it is a continuation or exten-
sion of the world of everyday
perception.”3* More recently,
the poet-theologian John
O’Donohue has described the

phenomenon more simply.
He states that what scholars
refer to as the “imaginal
world” is an “interim world be-
tween the visible and the n-
visible . . . the world where the
angels live.”® However it is
described or defined, 1 find
evidence of this “strand” in
the Celtic approach to God
and to the Communion of
Saints.

Celtic prayers demon-
strate that the people related
to a Godhead who is Trinity—
not to a remote theological
construct that is distant and
inaccessibie, but a three-
personed God who knows,
loves, supports, is close at
hand, and actually present in
their everyday lives. They
have a wonderful sense of be-
ing embraced on all sides by
God.?% A vivid example of this
is their “encircling prayers,” a
ritual, adapted from pre-
Christian origins, that seems
to have survived at least into
the nineteenth century. In
times of danger, people would
draw a circle around them-
selves with the index finger of
the right hand. They would
point and turn round sun-
wise, praying to the Trinity to
encircle and protect them.37
Remember, even a night’s
sleep was often regarded as a
danger for our ancestors:

I am lying down tonight,
With Father, with Son,
With the Spirit of Truth,
Who shield me from harm.

T will not lie with evil,

Nor shall evil lie with me,

But [ will lie down with God,
And God will lie down with me,

God and Christ and Spirit Holy,
And the cross of the nine white
angels

Be protecting me as Three and as
One,

From the top tablet of my face to
the soles of my feet.

Thou King of the sun and of glory,
Thou Jesu, Son of the Virgin
fragrant,

HKeep Thou us from the glen of
tears,

And from the house of grief and
gloom,

Keep us from the glen of tears,
From the house of grief and
gloom.*®

They accepted that two worlds
came together at certain fa-
miliar places in the landscape,
sometimes associated with tra-
ditionally sacred places, such
as woodlands or wells.?9 Simi-
larly, the Communion of
Saints was niot just an article of
the creed; but a way of liv-
ing.40
As David Adam describes
It,
... it was a very thin line that
divides the saints trium-
phant from us on Earth.
Those who witnessed before
us are received up into glory
and are very much alive.
They are not men and
women of the past, but sons
and daughters of God, who
are alive now and in the Tull-
ness of eternal life. The
Communion of Saints is a re-
ality to be experienced.

There was an essential unity of
all things so that, as Noel
Dermot O’Donoghue says:

Not only was this world very
close in a spiritual way, but it
could shine through or oth-
erwise impress itself on hu-
man perception. If one does
not understand the nearness
and apprehensibility of this
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“other world” of the angels
and saints thereisno hope at
all of understanding Celtic
Christianity either in its
marvelous flowering in the
“Dark Ages” or in its pa-
thetic and tenacious survival
in what is left of that ancient
faith and culture.

Artistic Strand

I regard the Celtic people as
great artisans—whether the
material be yarn, metal, stone,
or pen and inks. The two im-
ages that come to me for this
are the renowned high crosses
of Ireland and the exquisite il-
luminations, not of the Book
of Kells, but the enchanting
work of Clare Augustine
Moore.

High crosses often told
scriptural stories, but more in-
teresting to me is the braiding
in the background. Itis gener-
ally held that the plaitwork on
these crosses symbolizes “the
great cosmic loom of the uni-
verse.” There are no loose
ends, for the symbol is one of
the continuity of the spirit
throughout existence. The
sustained tone or drone main-
tained behind the music of the
bagpipes expresses the same
idea. Furthermore, plaitwork
is not always regular. By inten-
tionally breaking some of the
“threads” and joining them up
in different ways, irregulari-
ties were produced. Still, the
overall effect was pleasing. It
could have been that such
breaks in regular plaitwork
may initially have been mis-
takes, but it is more likely that
they were deliberately sculpt-
ed in order to imitate nature.

A flower, for example, may
look attractive and symmetri-
cal, yet not one of its petals is
exactly identical with any
other. The builders of medie-
val cathedrals likewise intro-
duced slight imperfections in
the dimensions, with the same
end in view, yet their result is,
like a flower, pleasing to the
eye. The idea seems to be that
perfection belongs to God
alone. 3

We have evidence that
Mother McAuley did loose pa-
tience with Clare Augustine
Moore’s painstaking work.
However, she let her do it. For
me, that is a powerful witness
to the importance of the arti-
san in the community. At the
same time, Catherine cer-
tainly took her time at writing
poetry. Those verses took time
to compose. We have a few of
them in letters, but 1 often
wonder how many others were
discarded along the way?

Clare Augustine Moore’s iilu-
minated manuscripts, de-
scribed as some of the finest
examples of the medieval tra-
dition of illuminations done
in nineteenth-century Ire-
land, are displayed there
along with many of her water-
colors. Walk the halls of many
of our motherhouses and you
will find similar displays of the
artistic works of the Sisters—
photography, sculpture, paint-
ings, quilts, afghans, etc. We
do much more than pour
soup!

Clothed in the Celtic
Cloak of Mercy

“Are there any modern Celts
today?” asks Timothy Joyce in
Celtic Christianity. As I noted
earlier, I agree with Esther
DeWaal’s conclusion that
Celtic spirituality is primal,
and that is what enables us to
see its strands woven into our

“Are there any modern Celts today?”

[ have always described the Sisters of
Mercy as “earthy” women. Therefore, I
would respond by saying that I find many
modern Celts among the Sisters of Mercy
today.

Avisit to the Mercy Inter-
national Center in Dublin, the
global headquarters of the Sis-
ters of Mercy,** will give you a
glimpse of some of the mag-
nificent artistic works of the
Sisters of Mercy of the past
and of the present. Sister

lives and mission today. It is
fundamentally “earthy,” if you
will, and T have always de-
scribed the Sisters of Mercy as
“earthy” women. Therefore, I
would respond to Joyce’s
question by saying that I find
many modern Celts among
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the Sisters of Mercy today.
When I think back to my edu-
cation in the spiritual tradi-
tions of Ignatius Loyola,
Francis deSales or Alphonse
Ligouri to name just a few,
their writings and spirituality
always struck me as being un-
remittingly cerebral. The
work of Meister Eckhart and
the Helfta “galaxy,”®5 by con-
trast, seemed to be more
grounded in the world of eve-
rydayness. It is that blend of
spirituality that makes me feel
at home among the Celts.
Although 1 haven’t trav-
eled far and wide in the Mercy
world, I have been privileged
to spend some time in two of
our early houses: the Convent
of Mercy in Westport, County
Mayo and St. Leo’s Convent in
Carlow. Both visits helped to
shape my understanding and
appreciation of Celtic spiritu-
ality not just as a phenomenon
described in recent books, but
as a reality lived by our Sisters
in Catherine’s day and our own.
If you look out the win-
dows on the front of the house
in Westport, for example, you
can see Croagh Patrick rising
in the background. This sa-
cred mountain, where it is be-
lieved that St. Patrick spent
forty nights in fasting and
prayer to extract from God the
promise that the Irish would
never lose the Christian faith
Patrick brought them, is a
place of pilgrimage. Pilgrims
climb the 2510 feet to the top
where a chapel stands today.
The mountain, formed of
quartzite which breaks into
sharp-edged stones, is often

climbed barefoot. The older
Sisters at Westport told us of
climbing to the peak years ago
in rain-soaked habits.

More impressive than the re-
ligious aspects of the climb 1s
the magnificent view of Clew
Bay that lies below, “its mner
waters cluttered by green
teardrop islands, formed by
a glacier millions of years
ago.”*6 To look up to that
mountain each day is also to
remember the perspective it
gives—on life and faith as
well as geography.

On the opposite side of
the house 1s a much smaller
hill, part of the convent prop-
erty. At its top is a large cruci-
fix—an ever-present reminder
of who 1s at the source of our
mission, “the humbled, aban-
doned Christ.” A neighbor’s
sheep graze there, also serving
as gentle reminders of the
unity of creation in the hand
of God.

Above the doorways and
windows throughout the
house are illuminations of
short sayings from scripture or
other wisdom sources. One
that struck me in particular is
that painted above the window
that looks out on the commu-
nity cemetery. It says simply
“Eternity.”

So close did I feel to our
roots in Ireland that Catherine
McAuley could have walked
right through the door. Come
to think of it, perhaps she
does, i the guise of the wan-
derer (or tinker) who stops by
the convent each morning for
his coffee and egg, giving pre-
cise instructions on how these
are to be prepared.

My reflections upon visit-
ing St. Leo’s Convent in Car-
low were similar. T had written
ahead to their archivist, Nessa
Cullen, R.S.M. In my letter, 1
told her that, although I was
interested in the historical rec-
ords and artifacts at Carlow, 1
was actually more interested
in walking the streets, breath-
ing the air, and seeing the
sights Catherine McAuley and
Frances Warde did. Nessa
obliged me completely!

My journal of that time re-
flects that the Sisters in Ire-
land seem to live closer to the
mission, closer to the pulse of
everyday life, than we do. I felt
that pulse in the community
room, the very parlor where
Frances Warde began a school
with twenty girls in 1837. 1 felt
it as the Sisters talked about
the “poor” they visited that
day, and as Nessa walked with
us around the city later that
evening. When outside the re-
fectory the next morning, on
a windowsill in a tiny alcove,
I saw a small book was
open—T71houghts from the Spiri-
tual Conferences of Mother M.
Catherine MeAuley—the pulse
beat louder.

Lessons for Today

In his book, Landscapes of the
Sacred, Belden Lane explores
the thesis that the experiences
of place and space profoundly
shape our spirituality, and
that our spirituality then struc-
tures our “landscape,” or vi-
sion of place in the universe. 1’
Throughout the book, he de-
velops this sacramental un-
derstanding of place, taking
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this impulse from Jose Ortega
y Gasset who is credited with
the saying, “Tell me the
landscape in which you live
and I will tell you who you
are,”18

When we were celebrating
the 150th Anniversary of the
founding of our Congregation
back in 1981, I remember the
numerous articles that re-
ferred to the Sisters of Mercy
as the “walking Sisters.” For
me, as 1 hope I have demon-
strated in this essay, Celtic
spirituality is a “walking spiri-
tuality,” and therefore well
suited to Sisters of Mercy. Ire-
land is our sacred landscape
and it can shape us clear across
the world. As I suggested ear-
lier, my deeper reading into
the original texts and recent
studies of Celtic spirituality
has enabled me to see a newer,
older way “to act in harmony
and interdependence with all
creation.”

Let me inject a word of
caution, however. Celts of an
earlier age had an obvious ad-
miration, respect, and love of
nature, but nature in its en-
tirety. They did not portray
nature as many of our con-
sumer products do, or as St.
Francis of Assisi did, celebrat-
ing only its benign side. Their
poetry and prayers gives evi-
dence that they were keenly
aware of the dark side of na-
ture, and prayed to be pro-
tected from its dark forces.®®
While we are only now begin-
ning to discover the lessons
the Celtic spiritual tradition
has to teach, and perhaps re-
cover some aspects of that

spirituality, it is important
that we remember that the
Celtic spiritual tradition will
also have a dark side that in-
forms us. All these threads—
light and dark—are woven
into the cloak we wear.
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Discussion Questions

1. (Bucey Wilde) If the earth and persons on it share the
same atomic “stuff” as the great stars which exploded in
the galaxy, how might this consciousness alter a “Jesus and
I” spirituality?

2. (King) Which “sin against the environment” affects you
the most personally? How are you seeking reconciliation
for that sin?

3. (Ryan) “My own vineyards I had notlooked after.” What
recovery of feminine possibilities does the image of the
garden evoke for you personally, and for women as a
group?

4. (McNamara) How do you expect that your ministry with
the poor will contribute to ecological restoration and envi-
ronmental renewal?

5. (Sinnott) Do you think women’s spirituality would be dif-
ferent, if instead of deferring to male images for God as Fa-
ther or Lord, women focused on alternative images for
God as the woman Wisdom, source of creation, and per-
sonified Torah?

6. (Upton) If Mercy Sisters didn’t appropriate the ex-
tremes of ascetical practices so that the quality of their mis-
sion of service would not be diminished, what does it mean
that Catherine encouraged “an asceticism of compassion”?
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