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It is an honor to be part of this celebration of Thomas Berry’s life and work and to participate in the 2009 Thomas Berry Award.  First of all, I would like to recognize the extraordinary support and assistance that Mary Evelyn Tucker provided Thomas Berry over the last decade.  Working very closely with Thomas, she collected his unpublished essays and edited his last three books.  In addition, she and John Grim have edited a fourth book.  This has been a true labor of love.  No one has done more to promote Thomas’s ideas among religious leaders, scholars, and the general public. 

I also want to extend my personal congratulations to this year’s recipient of the Thomas Berry Award, Marty Kaplan, whose career expresses in so many ways the spirit of what Thomas called “the great work.”  

I first encountered Thomas in and through his books, The Dream of the Earth and The Universe Story.  The latter was written in collaboration with Brian Swimme.  During the 1970s and 80s the fields of environmental philosophy and of religion and the environment were gradually taking form as academic disciplines.  Beginning with The Dream of the Earth, which was published in 1988, I began assigning Thomas’s writings as required reading in courses I was teaching on religion, ethics, the environment, and sustainable development at Middlebury College.  Thomas’s essays with their stirring poetic prose brought the critical issues to life for students in a unique way.

On a number of occasions I heard Thomas speak and had an opportunity to talk with him.  I was always struck and moved by his genuine caring and compassion for all life and by the intensity of his spiritual and intellectual quest.

I also want to note that Thomas’s writings were among the many and varied influences that helped to shape the Earth Charter.  The Preamble, for example, expresses ideas fundamental to his world view when it asserts that “humanity is part of a vast evolving universe” and that “we are one human family and one Earth community with a common destiny.” 1
What has attracted so many of us to Thomas Berry?  I think we all know that we are at a critical moment in human history and in Earth history.  We are at the end of one era and the dawn of another.  Thomas was keenly aware of this, and his essays and public addresses have helped us understand ourselves and the meaning of our situation in these turbulent times and have illuminated the way forward with fresh insight and a big, compelling, integrated vision.

What more specifically makes Thomas such an important creative thinker at this moment?  I would like to suggest that among the spiritual concerns and intellectual perspectives that inform his mature thought and give it special power and enduring significance are the following.

First of all, Thomas was a deeply religious man in the most fundamental sense.  His personal religious faith and his life and work are inspired and guided by a direct experience of the sacred, the divine. He was a mystic and a visionary.  In addition, he believed firmly that a sense of the sacred and a vital spirituality are absolutely essential for the survival of the human species and the flourishing of civilization.  His writings grapple with the critical problem of how to reawaken a sense of the sacred in a modern world where it has been marginalized to a large extent, and where many religious institutions are in decline or in the grip of a regressive, otherworldly fundamentalism.  

Second, Thomas’s mature religious thought is guided by a world historical perspective.  He began his career with a Christian theological orientation as a member of the Roman Catholic Passionist Order, was trained as a cultural historian, and studied western intellectual and religious history.  He then shifted his focus to the history of the world’s religions and developed a deep respect for the unique contributions of the different traditions, including the traditions of indigenous peoples.  He also understood that humanity in the latter part of the 20th century had entered an era of global history that involves the convergence of cultures and religions and the emergence of what he describes as “a differentiated yet comprehensive global human community.”  As a result, observes Thomas, “the spiritual heritage of human kind is the spiritual heritage of all.”  In the 21st century, the individual religious traditions will find renewal, he reasons, by nurturing a sense of global community and by developing their traditions in the light of the history of the world’s religions.2 

Further, as he explains in a new book of essays, The Sacred Universe (2009), the evolution of human religious consciousness is leading to the emergence of “a comprehensive yet diversified spirituality” that has the potential to function as a “differentiated public spirituality” for the global village.  This comprehensive spirituality, which will find diverse forms of expression within the different traditions, is not something that can be concocted by a group of philosophers or theologians.  It is emerging in and through a process of organic growth as an expression of the major creative forces at work in the contemporary world.  Reflecting on his own experience, Thomas writes: “This spirituality imposes itself just as inner creative powers impose a poetic vision that cannot be refused by the poet or artist.”3  In his mature works, Thomas writes as a planetary citizen, in whom this common but diversified spirituality is breaking into consciousness and who is striving to understand it and to awaken others to it.

Third, Thomas had an impressive grasp of contemporary science from evolutionary biology and ecology to cosmology, and he became centrally concerned with the reconciliation of religion and science, which has been a major objective of liberal religious thought since the early 19th century.  He rejected scientism and the reduction of the real to the known as defined exclusively by science.  However, he had great respect for science as a major creative force in modern culture.  Inspired initially by Teilhard de Chardin, he was taken especially with the scientific understanding of the evolution of life on Earth and the evolution of the larger universe.  His interest in human history expanded into the exploration of Earth history and universe history as the context for the human venture.4  

This line of thought coupled with a deepening understanding of the world’s ecological and social problems led him to focus special attention on the environment and what he calls “human – Earth relations.”  He came to believe that the most fundamental problem in modern scientific and technological culture is humanity’s alienation from the natural world manifested in the ways in which industrial societies have degraded Earth’s ecosystems, devastating the planet’s biodiversity, depleting its resources and diminishing its beauty.  In addition, he argues forcefully that the environmental crisis, which threatens the foundations of human civilization, is at bottom a spiritual and ethical crisis.5
More specifically, Thomas believed that the urgent need is a reawakening of a sense of the sacredness of our planetary home, Earth, involving a sense of awe, wonder, and reverence for all life.  Thomas’s writings reveal that he, like Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, and Rachel Carson, was gripped at the core of his being by the immediate experience of “a numinous presence” pervading and shining forth from the natural world.  He explains that the natural world has always been the primary revelation of the divine, that “mysterious power whence all things come into being.”  “Earth has, from its origin, an intrinsic spiritual quality,” he asserts, and “every being has its sacred dimension.”  In another memorable passage, he writes:

Even with all our technological accomplishments and urban sophistication, we consider ourselves blessed, healed in some manner, forgiven, and for a moment transported into some other world, when we catch a passing glimpse of an animal in the wild: a deer in some woodland, a fox crossing a field, a butterfly in its dancing flight southward to its wintering region, a hawk soaring in the distant sky, a hummingbird come into our garden, fireflies signaling to each other in the evening…Such incidents as these remind us that the universe is composed of subjects to be communed with, not of objects to be exploited.  

The Earth community in all its biological and cultural diversity, concludes Thomas, is the primary sacred community to which we belong and for which we each share responsibility.  In his view, this inclusive spiritual and ethical consciousness is fundamental to the new, comprehensive spirituality emerging in the global community and to the social transformation required to protect and restore Earth’s ecological integrity.6
The study of Teilhard’s evolutionary theology, which enabled him to grasp the spiritual dimension of the physical universe, and the study of the new scientific understanding of cosmogenesis had a further impact on Thomas.  This was first revealed in an essay entitled “The New Story” published in 1978.7  His encounter with the story of the evolution of the universe was for him a spiritual awakening, a powerful religious experience, which he explains as follows in one of his most recent books, Evening Thoughts (2006):  “As creative religious personalities were seized by revelatory experiences of the divine whereby they created religious cultures of the past, so now we are being seized by a new revelatory experience that is coming to us in the new [Universe Story.]”8 Again, he explains: “a radical new adaptation is taking place, a new awakening to the divine not only through the awesome qualities of the universe as experienced immediately but also through the immense story of the universe and its long series of transformations.”9
As these statements indicate, the Universe Story became for Thomas a mythic and mystical as well as scientific narrative.  He asserts that this story is our story.  We are a product of the universe and in us the universe is becoming conscious of itself in both its physical and spiritual dimensions.  He explains that to take the Universe Story to heart is to awaken to “our own deeper self,” “the Great Self,” which is the heart-mind of the sacred universe.10  

“It is the supreme challenge of our period to bring this origin story into its full articulation,” writes Thomas.  Through this story we come to know not only how we came into being but also “the role we should be fulfilling in the story.”  He views this story as an orienting context that “can guide us through the transition phase of our history from the terminal Cenozoic into the emerging Ecozoic,” an era characterized by mutually enhancing human-Earth relations and a culture of peace and justice.11  It is the Story and the Dream that will drive social action and change.  In books like The Great Work (2001), he endeavors to explain what this means in practical terms for education, the economy, politics, and society at large.

Thomas remained throughout his career a member of the Passionist Order.  As his writings make clear, he also believed that all traditions should abandon religious exclusivism, cultivate mutual respect, and emphasize in their own distinctive ways our common identity as members of the human family, the greater community of life, and an evolving, sacred universe.  Without such a spiritual orientation, Thomas asks us, how will we ever succeed in building a sustainable, global culture of peace?  

Some critics find Thomas’s heavy emphasis on the environment and human-Earth relations one-sided.  However, in a nation and a world that still hesitates to take strong, effective action on climate change and the protection of biodiversity, Thomas’s voice is needed more than ever.  

I share these reflections with you with deep gratitude for the life and work of Thomas Berry.  It is very fitting that an Award has been named after him and a very distinct honor for those who are recognized by it.  

1For the text of the Earth Charter and more information on the Earth Charter, see the Earth Charter International website:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.earthcharter.org" ��www.earthcharter.org�.  Thomas did share with me his disappointment that the Earth Charter does not extend the concept of rights to the larger community of life.  The Earth Charter was designed to give expression to the consensus on shared values taking form in the emerging global civil society.  It does call for respect for nature and all life, and it emphasizes humanity’s responsibility to protect and restore Earth’s ecological integrity.  However, the Earth Charter Commission and drafting committee found only very limited support in the international community for using the concept of rights as a legal mechanism for protecting non-human species and ecosystems.  Even though the Earth Charter does not recommend this approach, there is nothing in the Charter that is opposed to it.  Using the concept of the rights of nature as a legal principle remains a controversial idea, but a strong argument can be made for doing so and it clearly has advantages.  Over time it may well find its way into international law.
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