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Tu rhe wondrous becornings of al1 rny relations. 



This essay proposes the transformation of our relationship with Nature. It argues for 

the necessity and timeliness of transitioning from our predominmtly anthropocentric, 

mechanistic paradigm towariis an eco-centric view that values the divinity inherit in Nature. 

This essay asserts that at the hean of the contempomry environmental crisis there resides a 

deeper theologica f crisis of profound proportions. The insights of eco-psychology, ecological 

theology, deep ecology and the author's personal and professional experience are 

synthesired to suggest a way fonvard towards an eco-centric theology and worldview. It 

argues that the anthropocentric and mechanistic bias of our seculor and religious worldview 

has resulted in and is symprornatic of our alienation and dissociation from out true selves, 

the world of Nature and from God and that Our recovery from this 'dis-ease' is contingent 

upon our transition to an eco-centric theology. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is my response ' 3  a crisis. It bas been cded the 'environmental problem'. For me 

this is neither simply a 'problem', nor realiy about the 'environment'. It is, rather, all about 

western culture and the dangerously 5wed way in which we perceive and relate to the world 

around us. In other words it is a crisis that onginates within us, and is evident in, though not 

restricted to, the devastation that we are wreaking upon the natural world. Our destructive 

behaviour is a waming, an alam that we are in serious trouble. There are many other 

indications of our malaise, such as our increasing faith in and fascination with rampant 

consumerkm and the O bjectification of our physical selves through pornography, the high 

rates of mental illness, depression, anxiety disorders, the hcreasing incidence of many f o m  

of chronic physicd hess, and the increasing gap between rich and poor, North and South. 

But more than any of these symptoms, it is o u  accelerating destruction of our naturai world, 

which has my attention. This is so because Nature captivated me as a young child and 

continues to dure me to this day. Beyond the circle of fhdy and tnends whom 1 hold dear, 

it is the naturai worki thaî most draws my interest, that stirs my aesthetic sense, that brings 

me cornfort, that evokes my jmagination, and about which 1 care most deeply. Nature 

constitutes the ground of my existence. It is the p h  of hand upon which 1 live; it is the 

pomt of reférence to which 1 d m .  retum, &y in and day out. h theological language 

Naîure is the body and spirit of my God. It is the embodiment and source of ultimate 

meanhg for me. It is, as this excerpt fiom a poem of Weadeil Berry's says, where 1 go to be 

at peace in this world: 



When despair for the world grows in me 
And 1 wake in the night at the least sound 
In fear of what my life and my children's lives may be, 
1 go and lie down where the wood drake 
Rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 
1 corne into the peace of wild thingsl 

One 'becornes devoted to the source of grdce, and so it was thar from an eariy age 1 became 

attentive to Nature. 1 noticed the ruthless manner in which we tore apart fields and forests to 

build our houses and roads. My h a r t  was always with the mes  that lay tom and splintered 

upon the ground, with the sod that was npped and heaped, and with the birds and squirrels 

that once lived therein. With age my awareness of the magnitude of this destruction has 

widened. It has become a burden of awareness that 1 cannot put down. 1 am shadowed by 

this awareness even on the most sunlit days. I am frightened to look into the future and 

contemplate the land into which we are traveling and 1 grieve for this place in which we find 

ourselves today. This is because 1 view the world and our place therein, ecologicdy. By 

this 1 mean that all beings, ail actions, al1 domains of knowledge and expenence are inter- 

related. By this 1 also mean that the single most important m t h  that we need is the self- 

evident ecological fact that we are animals living within an ecosystem. In my view this is 

our essential template. In the long run our success as a species will be determined according 

to how faiffilly our theology, philosophy, eiliics, econornics, science and daily Life honour 

this essential huth. 

What is commonly 

1. WendeU Beny, 
Point Press, 1984), 69. 

referred to as this 'environmental problem' is for me just one 

'The Peace of Wild Things', Collected Poems, (Berkeley: North 



face of a disabling crisis in our mechanistic world-view, in our way of perceiving and 

relating to our world. Thus the contamination of the world's ground water supplies, for 

exarnple, is of course an environmental tragedy, but it is also a wildlife habitat issue, an 

agicultural issue, a worker safety issue, a physical and mental health issue, a North/South 

issue, a social justice issue, an economic and moral concern, and finaliy a theological crisis. 

It is ultimately a theological crisis because this so-called environment, which 1 will be 

refemng to as Nature, is for me the living presence of the Divine. Thus what for many 

people is a resource management or scientific or perhaps a technical challenge, is for me a 

pervasive threat upon the source of what is most rneaningful. As species are extinguished 

forever, as whole ecological communities are eaten away and on the verge of annihilation, as 

great waterways are poisoned and as scientists wonder about the future viability of the Earth 

io support complex biological cornmunities, 1 feel profoundly sad, incoherently angry and at 

times overcome with despair. As a civilization we are cannibalizing the body and spirit of 

God. In our disregard for the natural world 1 expenence a desecration and systematic 

destruction of my places of worship, of my sacred texts, and ultirnately of my God. 

Up to this point in my life 1 have responded to this cnsis with mostly smaii and 

private measures. 1 have tried to live my life in a way that is congruent with my reverence 

for Nature. This continues to be important to me, but for some tirne now it has not been 

adequate. As I have become increasingly conscious of my theology of Nature I am becoming 

less and Iess able to quietly witness my culture's sustained attack upon Nature. In becorning 

more conscious of what is most sacred for me 1 cannot but become more outspoken in my 

defense and advocacy of Nature. My decision to select this topic for this thesis is a difficult 

and important step in doing so. Though it is an obvious choice of subject for me, having 



stared me in the face for so many years, it remains a difficult one to make. While it is an area 

of sustained intellectual interest for me, this interest is also enlivened by many saong 

feelings, some of them exceedingly painful. In cornmitting myself to this thesis subject I 

have hesitated many times out of reluctance to enter into this place. I am afraid of being 

overtaken by pain on the one hand and on the other, of feeling compelled to becorne far more 

conspicuous and devoted in advocacy than I have been thus far. But at the end of the day 1 

know this is an undertaking that 1 must enter into, out of fidelity to myself and to God. 

Where this undertaking will take me and how it will shape me 1 do not know. 

In this thesis 1 will be proposing a radical transformation of the way western 

civilization conceives of and relates to Nature. Our dominant worldview is mechanistic, 

reductionistic, dualistic, androcentric, anthropocentric. This paradigm permeates our 

consciousness and how we live OUI lives. it affects al1 of our relationships, our intra-psychic 

world, our relations with other people, with our faith and with the rest of the naniral world of 

which we are a part. It regards Nature as a thing (the environment), as spiritless, as a resource 

to be manipulated for our purposes, and as fbndamentally different and apart fiom humanity 

and God. This powerful paradigrn arose out of the confluence of the thinking of Descartes 

and Newton, of the dominant elements within the Greek and Christian traditions and a 

number of other influences. It gained momentum through the eighteenth, nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries and now is unrivaled in its hegemony. 

Over the years there have been alternative paradigms that have offered the promise 

of a more holistic vision. In the latter half of this century one of the most influentid has been 

the ecological view. It views reality as connected, relational, intersubjective and processive. 

It is within this tradition that my proposal is situated. 1 will be proposing that Nature is not a 



field of objects but a complex, Living subject. I will dso be claiming Nature as sacred for 

myself and increasingly so for a significant proportion of western society. I will argue for 

both the validity and necessity of this revolution in our relationship with Nature. In making 

my case, this thesis wiil draw upon the three disciplines of theology, psychology and deep 

ecology. From within theoiogy and psychoiogy 1 will be viewing rhe subject rhrough die iens 

of an ecological perspective, thus giving me a three-fold view that is eco-theological, eco- 

psychological and deep ecological. Other systems related approaches, including existentid, 

Buddhist and feminist schools of thought have also shaped my perspective. Through the 

confluence of these three ecological streams 1 will be working towards an intemÿining, 

creating in effect a 'braided stream'. This braided stream will occupy a specific valley or 

floodplain, which will be ecological in nature, and the three strearns of which it is constituted 

will alternately be indistinguishable from one another and at other times clearly differentiated 

from one another. This braiding of the three strearns will create a synergy, a combined flow 

greater than the sum of their separate currents. This work will be an interdisciplinary 

exploration and its destination will be primarily theological because for this author 

theological concems ultirnately contain all other. In sumrnation, this thesis will, using a 

threefold perspective, argue for a paradigrnatic shift in our way of perceiving and relating to 

Nature, from object to divine subject. 

I am of the opinion that theology is inherentiy autobiographical and experiential. 

These qualities bring life and relevance to theology. Sadly this most enlivening feanire of 

theology has al l  too ofien k e n  minimized or altogether denied by western writers of 

theology. Theologizing has tended to emphasize the extemal locus of authonty, with which 

the author seeks to c o b  the validity of their 'objective' theology. This is unfortunate, for 



though al1 theologizing is legitimate and perhaps only unintentionally expressive of the 

author' felt worldview, when it is stripped of its autobiographical ongins, it can become 

inscrutable, overly intellectual and bereft of passion. In this thesis I will be forthnght about 

rny subjectivity. because responsible subjectivity is the means by which tmth is spoken. This 

point oî departurr wiil br: hripfui in çrrating niore kansparency çonçeming my vaiues, 

beliefs and objectives. This will aid in establishing the extent to which my theological 

reflections can be reliably generalized, and conversely the reasonable lirnits upon doing so. 

What I have to Say will be in part about myself as a white, middle class, male member of a 

wealthy northem nation. 1 have sought out the influential voices advocating the ecological 

worldview within the theological, psychological and deep ecological disciplines. In the 

ensuing conversation, through the responsible expression of persona1 truths, 1 believe that 

larger tniths will emerge. Thus diis thesis will also by extension be about my people and Our 

culture. 

W. Paul Jones in his Theological Worlds presents a five-fold typology of theological 

world-views. Jones suggests that we al1 possess a dominant root metaphor, a core theme 

with which we make sense of our existence. He suggests that this theme is the meta-theology 

that underlies the more explicit theology by which we may identifi ourselves. He has 

identified five such themes, actually dialectics that swing between an obsessio and epiphania. 

Jones describes an obsessio as: 

whatever functions deeply and pervasively in one's life as a defining quandary, a 
conundrum, a boggling of the mind, a hemorrhaging of the soul, a wound that 
bewilders healing, a mystification that renders one's living cryptic . . . an obsessio is 
that which so gets its teeth into a person that it establishes one's life as a plot. . . . It is 
the negative pole that functions within one's defining rhythm. The etymology of the 
word says it well: obsessio means 'to be besieged2. 



Epiphania etymologically means 'to show upon', "that which keeps the functioning of 

obsessio fluid, hopeful, searching, restless, energized, intriguing, as a question worth 

pursuing for a lifetime. It keeps one's obsessio from becorning a fatal conclusion that signals 

futility'"'. These five dialectics or worlds, are Separation and Reunion (World One), Conflict 

and Vindication (World Two), Emptiness and Fulfillment (World Three), Condemnation and 

Forgiveness (World Four), and Suffering and Endurance (World Five). 

Within this typology my dominant dialectic is World One. This world is characterized 

by the essential rhythm of separation (obsessio) and reunion (epiphania) and is prirnarily 

concerned with the Cosmos. By 'Cosmos' is meant either the universe or nature. The 

preoccupation of this World is with the nature of existence e.g. how to make sense of our 

existence within a vast, mysterious universe. 1 am besieged by my expenence of our 

estrangement from Nature. 1 fear the continuation and intensification of this direction in our 

relationship with Nature. Jones notes that if a person becomes captivated by their obsessio 

they will become moribund, passive and depressed. The key is for one to balance one's 

obsessio with a conscious awareness of one's epiphania, thereby creating a üfe-giving 

dynamic. The epiphania that 1 seek is o u  reunification with Nature, our finding o u  place at 

home within Nature. 1 seek our harrnonious existence with al1 our relations. This thesis 

onginates from within the creative tension held between my dread of separation from Nature 

and my longing to be reunited with, to create a homecoming - for rny self and my people. 

2. W. Paul Jones, Theologicul Worlds, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), 28. 

3. Ibid. 



CHAPTER 1 

FROM PROFANE TOWARDS SACRED 

How instinct varies in the grov'ling swine, 
Corrgy'd, half-r-a'niq eleph-nt, with thne!  

'TM& that, and reason, what a nice M e r ;  
Forever sep'rate, yet forever near! 
Remembrance and reflection how allied; 
What thin partitions sense fbm thought divide: 
And middle natures, how they long to join, 
Yet never p a s  th'insuperable h e !  
Without this just gradation, could they be 
Subjected, these to those, or all to thee? 
The pow'rs of ali subdue'd by thee alone, 
1s not thy reason ail these pow'n ai one?' 

When geometric diagams and digits 
Are no longer the keys to living things, 
When people who go about singmg or kissing 
Kaow deeper things than the great schoiars, 
When society is returned once more 
To unimprisoned Me, and to the universe, 
And when light and darkness mate 
Once more and make something entkly transparent, 
And people see in poems and fiiry taies 
The tme history of the world, 
Then our entire twisted nature will tuni 
And run when a single secret word is spokea2 

1. Excerpted fkom Alexander Pope, "An Essay on Man", ed. Robert Bly, News of the 
Universe: Poems of Twofold Conscioumess (San Francisco : Sierra Club Books, 1 98 O), 2 1. 

2. Excerpted fiom Novalis, "When Geometric Diagrams', m., ed. Robert Bk, 
N m  of the Universe:Poems of Twfold Conscioumess (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 
1980), 42. 



The journey home, to that home where we will find ourselves in the presence of al1 

our relations, is aided by taking a step back and assessing where we are and how we came to 

be here. We live in a fractured time and place. We Live without a uniQing narrative, without 

a central story that makes sense of Our existence and o u  purpose. Science, the Arts, 

ïheoiogy and popuiar culture each give us a story but rhey cr-ate a çacophony of Iliscord. 

Our century has gone to great pains to compartmentalize knowledge. John B. Cobb Jr. 

suggests that as world-views go, ours is an anomaly. He writes: 

In the context of the history of global human thought, this recent Western passion for 
compartmentalization appears eccentric. In Greece, in China, in India, in the Middle 
Ages of Europe, in Muslim Spain and the Near East. no such compartmentalization 
was conceivable. It was certainly not envisioned or desired by such founders of 
modem science as Bacon, Descartes, and Newton. It arose in the nineteenth cenniry 
for particular histoncal reasons, and its role as orthodoxy in the twentieth century is 
profoundly unstable? 

It is healthy and preferable for humans to view and live out of a relatively unified 

understmding of the world and their place in it. And yet, it has been a very long time since 

Western culture has been in possession of a worldview capable of embracing the full range of 

its thought, inspiration and experience. When last did the sciences, arts and theology reside 

under the same roof? Certainly not since the Enlightenment and perhaps not since Galileo 

have they shared a common vision or a unibing language. Our dominant paradigm the 

mechanistic world-view, is the creation of one domain of leaming, the Scientific Academy. 

Science has defined the dominant world-view within which we live and in its pure and 

applied forms has constituted the ruling elite within both the academic world and the 

3. John B. Cobb Jr. "Ecology, Science, and Religion: Toward a Postmodern 
Worldview" ed. David Ray Griffin, The Reenchnntment of Science: Posmdern Proposais 
(Albany: State University of New York Ress, 1988), 100. 



greater culture. Having established the terms of legi tirnacy (empiricism, deteminism, 

reductionisrn, matenalism, objectivism and reason) al1 other disciplines have either stnved to 

meet the standard or face relegation to the periphery of significance. Taking psychology as 

an example: the behavionst school insisted that psychology could only become a legitirnate 

science if it adopted the methods and categones of the narural sciences. Tnis meant thar 

psychology would focus upon describing humans in terms of what was objectively 

observable from without, and that subjective and intemal categories of description (feelings, 

desires, imaginings and intent) would be discounted. Other schools of psychology resisted 

the t h s t  of the behaviorists, but the latter gained considerable influence riding the wave of 

mechanistic thinking. Similarly, the rest of the natural and social sciences were reshaped 

under the influence of the mechanistic paradip.  Some were utterly transformcd and others 

like psychology were wracked by intemal divisions. Al1 feared the loss of legitimacy. Those 

disciplines that had the least daim upon the parentage of Empiricism (the Fine Arts and 

Theology) have learned to make due at the margins. Though a small number of scholars and 

activists have continued the effort to bring science and faith, humanity and nature together, 

there has long k e n  a general acceptance that these pairs are akin to oil and water. Though 

they may share a common vesse1 (the former - culture, the latter - the physical world) it has 

become the common view that there will never be more than an uneasy, if not openly hostile, 

relationship between them. 

This incapacity to accommodate the fullness of human experience and our embedded 

relatedness within Nature is a critical flaw in our world-view. Its theoretical shortcornings 

have becorne devastating when applied, as our accelerating technical ptowess magnifies our 

influence wherever we have contact with Nature. This view is fraught with many dangers, 



some of which I will return to in a later chapter. How did this corne to be? This chapter will 

briefly sketch the coniext within which the mechanistic paradigrn took shape and how it 

developed into the present position of dominance. Then it will highlight the emerpnce of the 

ecological view in this century, how it is related to its predecessors and how this thesis is 

situated within this paradigm. This wiil be foilowed by a bief  philosophicai grounding of 

the ecological view and its emergent expression within theology, cosmology and psychology. 

One might think that the history of our relationship with nature was a straightfonvard, 

uncontentious affair, but in fact it is far more interesting than that. As is the case with most 

histoiical records, it appears to have been written by the victors. David Ray ~ n f f i n ~  uses the 

p h e  'the disenchantment of nature', a phrase that originated with Fredenck Schiller's t em 

Entgotterung, Literally 'the dedivinization of nature*, to descnbe the revolution in thinking 

about nature and God that began with Gaiileo four centuries ago. This phrase refers to the 

stripping away of all subjectivity from nature, al1 expenence, feeling, aim, purpose and 

creativity in the sense of self- determination, intrinsic purpose, intemal relations and thereby 

the possibility of internaiization of divinity. The repossession of this last property from 

nature was to prove the most far-reaching. 

Duing the seventeenth century three world-views or movements were in uneasy co- 

existence: Aristotelian philosophy, the magical movement and the recently emergent 

mechanistic view. In the words of John B. Cobb Jr., the magical movement: 

4. David Ray Griffin, "Introduction: The Reenchantment of Science" ed. The 
Reenchantrnent of Science: Posmodem Proposais (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1988). 



drew on the traditions of Pythagoras, Plato, Neoplatonism Hermetic mysticism and 
the Cabala. It was fascinated by numbers and it tumed to mathematics and science. 
... Whereas the Anstotelian tradition had emphasized the teleological element in ail 
things, the magical tradition went much further: it sought to ally itself with spiritual 
forces immanent in al1 things so as to bend them to human use and control. For it, 
nature was dive with spirit, and the explanations of natural events were to be found in 
these immanent spiritual forcesS 

The objections to this magical view were not in fact scientific but interestingly socio-political 

and theological. Galileo, Descartes, Boyle, Newton, and rnany others of influence protested 

that the immanent magical view contradicted the orthodox belief that God transcended nature 

as its omnipotent creator. If the creatures and in fact ali natural entities possessed spirit, 

intenority, purpose and capacity for self-movement, then God's power was diminished. 

Secondly, there was opposition to the magical view that there were miraculous properties 

inherent in natural events, a view that conüadicted the Christian churches stance that these 

were only to be found in supematural miracles, which the Church served to validate. For 

these and other reasons the proponents of the super-naturalistic, theistic, mechanistic 

worldview (the scientific establishment and the Church) opted to denude creatures and nature 

of spirit and power and ensure that these were the sole purvey of God. Newton, who was a 

deeply religious man, was thus able to at least in the short-term, make theological sense of 

his scientific observations conceming the apparent influence tSat physical bodies exert over 

one another from a distance (e.g gravity and magnetism). He concluded that it was not the 

bodies that were doing the influencing but a transcendent God from afar, by a force that came 

to be known theologically as voluntarism. 

5. John B. Cobb Jr., "Ecology Science and Religion: Toward a Postmodem 
Worldview", ed., David Ray Griffin, The Reenchanhnent of Science: Posmiodem Proposais 
(Albany: State University of New York Ress, 1988), 103. 



Inextricably bound up in the theological defense of theistic mechanism were critical 

issues of state and church authority. Both institutions were anxious not to see the image of a 

supernanual omniscient God undermined, an image that buttressed their roles as purveyors 

and mediators of reward and punishment and ultimately socid control. There were forces 

afoot throughout western Europe that wouid see the 6emocraùzation oî rconornic and 

political relations, which if unopposed would undercut the divine rights of King and Church. 

Secondly, the mechanistic view provided for the denudation of spint from nature, thereby 

creating a clear dualism between sou1 and nature, God and the world. The mechanistic model 

arose in sharp contrast to the older pantheist and pantheistic perspectives6 that assumed that 

matter and spirit were inseparable. The dualism of the mechanistic model provided the 

rationale such that the Royal Society, Descartes, Boyle and others could legitimately support 

more intrusive scientific and indusaial activities e.g. vivisection and mining. And thirdly 

there was an impetus to create a more masculine and modem form of science in contrast to 

the older hermaphrodite science of the alchemist and other foms of the occult. Whereas the 

older form approached nature with a union of head and heart and in a spirit of harmonious 

cooperation that would produce a transformation of enquirer and subject, the new scientist 

believed that a stance of objective detachment was more productive in relation to the 

spiritless 'object' under study? This separation of God and nature also provided science with 

the latitude it needed to proceed unrestricted by theological concerns, and the Church 

6. Pantheism means literally that 'everything is God'. The term came to be applied 
to a variety of positions where God and the world are held to be identical. In contrast, 
panentheism's prexnise is that the world is a constituent of God, but not identical with God. 
As is the case with pantheism, there have been numerous forms of panentheism in both 
Eastern and Western thought. 



with the reassurance that this new secular institution would not challenge its authority. The 

temtory was thus divided ensuring in the near term at least that these institutions would not 

interfere with one another's self-interest. In the longer term however this accommodation 

proved ill conceived for the Church. 

As the powers of seculanzation and especially Science grew, it 'kcame increasingly 

evident to Science that theism was a vestigial appendage to the mechanistic model. Science 

no longer needed the Church's authority, for it was generating its own powerfbl version of 

truth and meaning that could increasingly stand apart from and ultimately in scom of the 

Church's version. Whereas a premise of strict materialisrn was supported by scientific 

investigation, Theism was not. In the purified world of physics, the notion of God as a force 

was superfluous. Thus spirit in the form of God was stripped away leaving behind a world of 

passive, purely material, self-sufficient entities interacting only on the basis of mass and 

motion within a universe of absolute time and space. The forces of reductionism also tumed 

their attention to the human subject and concluded that the human sou1 or mind was in fact an 

effect rather than a cause, and later that it was not a distinct entity at dl, but rather only ail 

emergent property of the brain. Causality was thereby attributed to only impersonal forces, in 

contr~diction to the animistic view that attributed causality to persona1 forces. Subjective 

experience, including human, thereby becomes meaningless in the pursuit of science, truth 

and meaning. What began as the disenchantment of Nature became in time the denial of the 

subjectivity of both humanity and God. The process of disenchantment was complete, as 

7. For a detailed discussion of this transition see Carolyn Merchant's The Dearh of 
Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scienti'c Revolution (London: Wildwood House, 1982). 



was the formation of the atheistic, mechanistic pmdigm. Though it was only able to explain 

a fraction of human expenence at best, its capacity to guide early scientific experimentation 

and technology made it invaluable to the developing industrial culture of Europe. And 

though it has long since been outdated by theoretical and applied developments in science 

and technology, as a layperson's world-view it continues to demonstrate to this day 

surprising longevity and influence. 

The hegemony of the materialist-mechanistic paradigm has never been absolute. 

Even within the paradigm one can find through history some concessions conceming hurnans 

powers of reason as existing outside of the dl-inclusive machine. Of more interest and 

relevance to this writing, however, are the alternative paradigms that have elaborated some 

variation on the theme of a world-view that includes both spint and matter as k ing  

constitutive of all that is. 

An important philosophical thread that has espoused such an alternative has been that 

of the philosophy of organism, also known as the philosophy of organicism. The earliest 

antecedents of this view in western thought can be seen in Plato's Timaeus where he refers to 

the world as a living organism. By the sixteenth century a number of variants on this theme 

had developed including that of Paracelsus who held that the world was a vast organism and 

that 'man' was a microcosm of the macrocosm. These themes influenced the formation of 

Leibniz' system in the seventeenth century, in which organic motifs are evident. Fechner and 

Soloview in the nineteenth cenniry both developed organic/organismic models of reality. 

More recently Lossky held that the world is an organic entity. Findy Alfred North 

Whitehead, who brought an unusual breadth of thought to his philosophy, developed his own 



philosophy of organism and authored one of the most important bodies of metaphysical 

writing. 

His thinking warrants some particular attention here, as it is foundationai to the 

recent renaissance of interest in reintepting science and faith.'. One of the dualisms cenaal 

to rnaterialism and mechanistic thinking is that the world is constituted by experiencing 

entities and nonexperiencing entities e.g. mind and matter, or more generally, sentient beings 

and inanimate objects . Whitehead proposed the contras ting hypothesis of 

panexperientialism, also known as panpsychism. Panpsychism means Literally that 

everyrhing is possessed of soul, a view that cm be traced back to the ancien1 Greek 

philosopher Thales (sixth century B.C.E.). In Whitehead's version 'prehension' , a form of 

feeling. is a universal category, whereas the more complex category of consciousness is 

evident only in the more complex organisms. His thesis of panexpenentialism is built upon 

three central ideas. Firstly he distinguishes between aggregates (e.g. stones) and genuine 

individuals (e.g. animate beings), asserting that only the latter possess or are experiences 

whereas the former do not have expenences as a whole. The 'pan' in panexperientiaiisrn 

means that ail acnial things either are experiences or are composed of individuals that are 

experiences. Secondly, by asseaing that di acnia! things are composed of experience, he is 

asserting that al1 actual things can be situated somewhere on an extensive continuum of 

experience, from the vaguest feeling response of a molecule to the very complex self- 

8. In this discussion I am indebted to David Ray Griffin's discussion of Whitehead's 
work in his essay "Of Minds and Molecules: Postmodem Medicine in a Psychosomatic 
Universe", ed., The Reenchnntment of Science: Posmdern Proposais (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1988). 



reflexive awareness of a human being. Thirdly, Whitehead rejects the mechanistic 

assumption that all perception is essentially sense perception. He argues that the simplest 

fonn of perception is not contingent upon the sensory organs, but rather that these organs add 

precision and reliability to this baseline capacity to perceive. Although they are the 

perceptions of which we are most conscious, ùijs is not prooi tbar they comprise riie extent of 

Our perceptions or that they are the most fundamental. Whitehead suggests that our funda- 

mental perceptions are non-sensory and are a vague, generalized response to ou primary 

contact with the world around us. He calls this primary perception 'prehension' and he 

asserts that we share this capacity with d l  other individual events. These individual events 

'prehend' their environment and have some son of 'emotional-appetitive' response to it. 

Another important aspect of his radical challenge to the mechanistic view is his 

emphasis upon temporal as opposed to spatial distinctions between subjects and objects. He 

refers to each entity as an 'acnial occasion' and as an 'occasion of experience', to emphasize 

the transitory and experiencing quality of each entity. Each occasion of experience has nvo 

different and related experiences: itself as subject and itself as object or 'supe rject'. The 

former entails a brief expenence of becoming which is cornpnsed of receiving influences 

from past experiences and a partially self-creative stage of choosing amongst possible 

responses. The fact that even the scientific study of elementary particles relies upon 

probabilities is indica~ve that this process of becorning may occur at the most fundamental 

level. When the subject's process of becoming is cornplete it becomes an object or supe ject. 

Although its process of self-creation is complete its creative role continues, for now it exerts 

influence on the becoming of other occasions of expenence. Rather than continuing to have 

experience itself, it is now experienced by others. Occasions of experience prehend the 



objects in their midst, sensing in a vague manner their relatedness and expenencing 

generaiized feelings of denvation and differentiation. Whitehead does not use the term 

'object' in the mechanistic sense, for in his sense the object is not passive and inanimate but 

is exerting causal influence upon the formation of other occasions of experience. Therefore 

in this view subjects and objects are not categoricdy ciifierent, but radier diiierent stages of 

being, perhaps in the manner that a caterpillar and butterfly are more sirnilar than different. 

The object was a subject just as the butterfly was a caterpillar. Although bnef, this sampling 

of Whitehead's thinking gives us some sense of how revolutionary is his challenge to the 

reductionistic mechanistic paradigm, which still dominates Our perception of reality. 

Apart from the rarefied world of philosophy there have k e n  other threads, which 

through time have given expression to a more holistis view of the world and Our relation to it. 

One of the more prominent of these was the Romantic Movement, which was in part a 

reaction to the increasing influence of the mechanistic view as manifested by the 

Enlightenrnent. Most evident in European art and Literature, it valued subjectivity, 

imagination and emotion and opposed objectivity and reason. Broadly defined, the Rornantic 

Movement began with Rousseau in the mid eighteenth century, included early German 

Idealism (Schiller, Goethe, Schleiermacher and Hegel) peaking in the axly nineteenth 

century and entenng its denouement with Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. 

Concurrent with European Romanticism there existed a cornplimentary school of 

biology known as Vitalisrn. There are three philosophies of Biology: Reductionism, 

Organismic Biology, and Vitalisrn. Reductionism in general terms is the proposition that one 

science can be reduced to another by demonstrating that the key terms and conclusions of 

one are derivative from the other. It has for example been proposed that Psychology is 



reducible to Pbysiology. With respect to Biology, Reductionism proposes that a l l  Biological 

phenornena can be adequately understood within the categories existent within Chemistry 

and Physics. Both Vitalism and Organismic Biology dispute this claim. "Vitalism is the 

doctrine that there is some controlling vital force within organic foms which is not reducible 

to physicochernical interpreta~on". ' Hans Dnesch, a nineteenth cenniry German 'oioiogist 

and philosopher, bomowed Aristotle's term 'entelechy' to name that force operating within 

organic iife. Organismic Biology takes both Reductionism and Vitalism to task, emphasizing 

the non-reductionistic nature of the organic level, proposing that the whole cannot be equated 

simply with the sum of the activities of the parts. Organisrnic Biology is philosophically 

related to the Holisrn philosophy of Jan Smuts who argued for a 'holistic* tendency in the 

universe that creates 'wholes' which cannot be subdivided without qualitative loss. 

In North America genentions of prominent Arnerican phiIosopher/authors, carried fonvard 

the romantic spirit, advocating for a more harmonious and spîritually informed relationship 

between 'man' and wildemess, creating in the process a genre of nature writing. One of the 

earliest was Ralph Waldo Emerson who wrote: 

In the woods too, a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough, and at what 
penod soever of life, is always a child. In the woods, is perpetual youth. . . . Standing 
on the bare ground, - al1 mean egotism vanishes. 1 become a transparent eye-ball: 1 
am nothing: 1 see all: the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me: 1 am 
part or particle of Cod. 'O 

9. William L. Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion: Eastern and Western 
Thought (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1980), S.V. "Biology." 



Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, John Muir, Aldo Leopold and Annie Dillard 

are some of the more prominent authors who have carried fonvard this theme into the late 

twentieth century. Thoreau is now generally considered to be the most important ecological 

philosopher of the nineteenth century. His 185 1 declaration "In wildness is the preservation 

* 9 

of the world"" has become the railying call for modem ecocentric environmentaiism. h the 

last century this romantic sentiment of seeing inherent value in nature, was for the most part 

relegated to the periphery of scientific and academic influence. Being non-empirical, it was 

regarded as irrational by adherents to the mechanistic model. This pejorative view began to 

weaken gradually with the rise of ecology as a legitimate science, beginning in the middle 

decades of this century. In alrnost a mirror image of the reductionistic, naturd sciences. the 

new science of ecology snidied the whole of a biological community. Like the romantic 

tradition, it presumed that there was inherent value in the ecological cornrnunity, but unlike 

that tradition, its approach was empirical. It was therefore not so easily dismissed by the 

keepers of the mechanistic view. Ecology was and is, especially interested in the 

relationships between the plants and animals that constitute the community, and how changes 

in one part of the system are transmitted throughout that system. While considered 

scientifically legitimate because of its empirical means, its interest in the whole has 

10. Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Nature: Addresses and Lectures", quoted in ed., Roger 
S.  Gottlieb. This Sacred Eurrh: Religion, Nature, Environment, (New York: Routledge, 
1996), 26. 

1 1. Henry David Thoreau, quoted in George Sessions, "Ecocentrism and the 
Anthropocentric Detour", ed., Deep Ecology for the 21** Century (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 
165. 



served to introduce a subversive emphasis into four centuries of reductionist inquiry. Over 

the course of the 20" century, a number of authors have played pivotal roles in promoting 

and popularizing the ecological view. Of these, Rachel Carson and the publishing of her 

Silent Spring has been perhaps the most influential. Carson was not an environmental 

activist. She iiveà most of ner professionai iife as a marine bioiogist and wrirer with rhe U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service. Carson was the fkst widely read author who was able to convey 

both a scientist's objective analysis of and a profound love of nature through her writing. In 

her love of nature she was inspired by Albert Schweitzer's ethic of reverence for life, namely 

"that good consists in maintaining, assisting and enhancing life, and that to destroy, to hami 

or to hinder life is evil"." In 1958 she set out to write Silent Spring only after the repeated 

refusals of magazine editors to publish an article outlining her concerns about the widespread 

use of DDT and related chernicals in the so called 'agricultural control' prograrns. Published 

in 1962, and selling more than half a million copies, Silent Spring created the beginning cf a 

breakthrough in lay ecological consciousness. Her book became a rallying call for widely 

held, but until then privately held concems about where the mechanistic, reductionist view 

was taking us. She directly challenged the moral legitimacy of an anthropocentric science to 

manage nature e.g. destroy ecological communities, as it saw fit. She wrote: 

the 'control of nature' is a phrase conceived in arrogance, bom of the Neanderthal age 
of biology and philosophy, when it was supposed that nature exists for the 
convenience of man. The coficepts and practices of applied entomology for the most 
part date h m  that Stone Age of science. It is our a lamhg misfornine that so 
primitive a science has armed itself with the most modem and temble weapons, and 
that in niniing them against the insects it has also tumed them against the earth',.13 

12. Albert Schweitzer, ed., Charles R. Joy, The Spirirual Lifte: Selected Wriring of 
Albert Schweitzer, (Hopewell NJ.:  The Ecco Press, 1996), 259-260. 



Much of the scientific establishment and especially chernical companies did their best to 

discredit her, alleging that she wanted to give the world over to the insects, but it was too late 

to put the genie back into the bottle. As a result the re-enchantment of Our relationship with 

nature would surge ahead. 

The science of ecology has taken its place amongst the other naturai sciences as an 

important and authoritative discipline in areas as diverse as baseline wildlife habitat studies, 

land management and environmental impact assessment. But in my view the greatest 

contribution of ecology in the professionaUacademic world has been its vision of an eco- or 

bio-centric paradigm. This has been given expression through the school of thought known 

as the philosophy of ecology. It is not an homogenous entity and can for the purposes of 

discussion be described as comprising a continuum of views ranging from reformist 

environrnentalism which strives to ameliorate the worst excesses of modem industrial 

society, to the more radical view of the deep ecologists that argues for nothing less than an 

abandonment of anthropocentric consumerism in favour of ecocentrism. Ecocentric refers 

etymologically to oikos, 'home' or by implication, the Earth. In the deep ecology sense it has 

corne to indicate the view that "within obvious kinds of practical Limits, al l  entities (including 

humans) possess the freedom to unfold in their own way unhindered by the various forms of 

human domination".14 This range of ecological views has and continues to exert significant 

influence upon many disciplines, including social work, social ecology, psychology, 

13. Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987), 297. 



women's studies, theology, anthropology and cosmology. To varying degrees these 

disciplines have incorporated the ecological assumption that al1 elements within a system are 

inherently inter-related in a mutually constitutive manner. These schools are readily 

identified by the addition of the eco- prefix and thus we have the eco-theological and eco- 

psychological perspectives with which this thesis will be engaging. 

Feminist theologians were amongst the first westem theologians to begin considering 

the theological implications of the modem ecological view. The 1980's saw a creative surge 

in this subject area which included the wnting of Starhawk, Deena Metzger, Charlene 

Spretnak, Dolores Lachapelle, Radha Bhatt, Susan Griffin, Vandava Shiva, Riane Eisler, 

Sally McFague and many others. One of the earliest and most steadfast of these pioneers 

was and continues to be Rosemary Radford Ruether. Her 1975 book New Wornen New Eanh 

established the trajectory for much of the groundswell that followed. Anticipating Susan 

Grifin's Woman and Nature (1978) she made evident the relationship between the 

domination of woman and of nature by westem, patriarchal culture, both secular and 

religious. She wrote "the structures of patriarchal consciousness that destroy the harrnony of 

nature are expressed syrnbolically and socially in the repression of women". I5 As evident in 

her Sexism and God-talk (1983), Ruether continued to refine and extend her eco-theologicai 

reflections. She wrote: 

An ecological-feminist theology of nature must rethink the whole Western theological 
tradition of the hierarchical chah of king  and ch in  of comrnand. This theology 
must question the hierarchy of human over nonhuman nature as a relationship of 
ontological and moral value. It must challenge the nght of the hurnan to treat the 
nonhuman as pnvate property and materiai wealth to be exploited. It must unmask 

14. Warwick Fox. "The Deep Ecology-Ecofeminism Debate and Its Parallels", ed., 
George Sessions, Deep Ecology for the 21R Cenrury (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 270. 



the stnictures of domination, male over female, owner over worker that mediate this 
domination of nonhuman nature. Finally, it must question the mode1 of hierarchy that 
starts with non material spirit (God) as the source of the chain of k ing  and continues 
down to nonspiritual "matter" as the bottom of the chain of being and the most 
inferior, valueless, and dorninated point in the chah of command l6 

The theological influence of ecology has extended beyond feminist theology into the 

neighboring schools of liberation and process theology. Liberation theology, primarily 

concerned with the transformation of oppressive relations within human society, especially 

North/South relations, has in recent years widened its scope of concem to include the 

injustice evident in relations between humans and nature." John Cobb an Amencan process 

theologian, who is no stranger to Libention, feminist and economic theology, has more 

recently been considering the implications of ecological concems for theology. Another 

theological school shaped by ecological thought is the creation-centered school. Sem 

McDonagh and Mathew Fox are iwo of the earliest authors in this field, beginning to publish 

around 1980. Fox traces the creation-centered spirinial tradition (in conhast to the 

fallhedemption tradition) back to the ninth cenhiry B.C.E. He attributes the recent growth of 

interest in creation-centered spirituality in part to the modem ecologicd cnsis. Another 

widely read American theologian whose work has been profoundly influenced by ecological 

thought, is the monk Thomas Berry. Beny's work straddles the hinterland between 

15. Rosemary Radford Ruether, New Wornen New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and 
H u m n  Liberation, (Minneapolis: The Seabury Press, 1975), 196. 

16. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology, 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1983), 85. 

17. See David Hallman, ed., Ecotheology: Voicesfrom South and North, (New 
York: Orbis Books, 1994). 



eco-theology and eco-cosmology. Berry assumes a prophetic stance in calling for and 

heralding the emergence of a universally unihing myth of cosmic origins, one that will be 

cuhrd ly  cohesive and religiously inspiring for al1 people. 

An eco-cosmologist whose work overlaps with Berry's is the Arnencm physicist 

Brian Swimme. He uses the phrase 'cosrnic allurement', a term to which 1 will r e m  in later 

chapters, to describe the universal principle that bonds d l  matter on the physical plane and 

the force which we experience as love on the emotional/spiritual plane. He writes, 

we need a new human in a new Earth, creating and entering new relationships with 
the primary realities of the universe. In the most obvious meaning, all our difficulty 
as a species on this planet stems from our false relationships with winds, seas, life. 
sunlight, and land. It's not that we're bad; we've simply k e n  trying to live outside 
our tme relationships with these primordial cosrnic presences'8 

Ecopsychology is the youngest of the three eco- perspectives with which 1 am 

engaging in this thesis. Its emergence was marked in 1992 with the publishing of Theodore 

Roszak's The Voice of the ~ a n h ' ~ .  An academic historian, he has corne to be regarded as 

one of the key voices from this 'new' perspective. He in fact argues that there is nothing new 

about eco-psychology, because for thousands of yean healers of every culture have taken 

into consideration the relationship of the afflicted with their natural world. Typically, 

indigenous oral cultures understood health and disease as being symptomatic of the degree of 

equilibrium extant in the relationships that enrneshed the human comrnunity within the 

18. Brian Swimme, The Universe Is a Green Dragon: A Cosmic Creation Story, 
(Santa Fe: Bear and Company, 1984), 150. 

19. Theodore Roszak, The Voice of the Eanh, (New York: Simon Br Shuster, 1992). 



greater nanual community. It is only in the last few rnillennia that this emphasis upon 

contexnial health has largely disappeared from western thought and been replaced by a heavy 

emphasis upon 'personal well-beingV". Eco-psychology has been especially influenced by 

the radical challenge presented by school of ecological thought known as deep ecology. 

Deep ecology traces its formal emergence back to the 1973 publication of an essay in 

the journal lnquiry by the prominent Nonvegian philosopher Arne Naess. George Sessions 

traces the philosophical roots of deep ecology to the: 

ecocentrism and social criticisrn of Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, D.H. Lawrence, 
Robinson Jeffers, and Aldous Huxley. Influentid ecologicaVsocial criticism has been 
also denved from the writings of George Orwell and Theodore Roszak, and from the 
critiques of the problems created by the rise of civilizations written by the mavenck 
historian Lewis Mumford. Further inspiration for contemporary ecological 
consciousness and the Deep Ecology rnovement can be traced to the ecocentric 
religions and ways of life of prima1 peoples around the world, and to Taoism, Saint 
Francis of Assisi, the Romantic Nature-onented counter cul?ural movement of the 
nineteenth century with its roots in Spinoza, and the Zen Buddhism of Alan Watts 
and Gary Snyder. " 

Naess's 1973 essay, entitled ''The Shailow and the Deep, Long-range Ecology Movements: 

A ~ u m m a r ~ " , ' ~  he distinguishes between reformist environmental movements (shallow) and 

the radical ecological movement (deep). The shallow ecological view is in his view 

anthropocenaic, imperialistic and fragmentary. It views humans as apart from or above 

nature and is ultimately only concemed about nature insofar as it is of instrumental value to 

20. See David Abram's The Spell of the Sensuous (New York: Vintage, 1996). 

21. George Sessions, "Preface", ed., Deep Ecology for the 2F Century (Boston: 
Shambhala 1995) ix. 

22. Arne Naess, "The Shaiiow and the Deep, Long-range EcoIogy Movements: A 
Summary", Deep Ecology for the 21n Cenmry, ed., George Session, (Boston: Shambhala, 
1995). 



us. Shallow ecology is typically concerned with preserving the quality of life in affluent 

countries. Its proponents create standards ba t  prohibit certain forms of polluting 

technologies in materially wealthy nations, effectively exporting the technologies to 

countries with lower standards, while at the same time re-importing the products of that 

technology at a lower cost. Thus the ecological costs of the technology are exported or 

extemalized while its short-term matenal benefits are retained e.g. the agricultural use of 

DDT and related pesticides. Shailow ecology approaches ecological problems with self- 

interest and from a piecemeal point-of view. Endangered species or habitats, or pollution 

issues become a cause célèbre and are seized upon because they are perceived to have some 

value at a given point in time. Value is not seen to be intrinsic. In contrat, a radical 

ecological movement (deep) asserts a relational, inter-dependent, value-inherent and a bio- 

spherical egalitarianism. At the heart of deep ecology is a rejection of the anthropocentric 

bias of mainstrearn environmental thinking, and in its place there is a struggle to reconceive 

our species as one of an inter-dependent multitude. Thus deep ecology poses a challenge to 

western thinking that saikes at the heart of its core philosophicaVtheological thinking. In 

part because of the boldness of its vision, many orthodox authorities have dismissed it as an 

absurd fnnge development, but its challenge has proven to be enduring and influentid. It has 

inspired the Green political movements in Europe and North America and some of the most 

effective nature advocacy around the world. It continues to exert a lively influence upon 

social ecology, general systems theory, eco-justice, eco-theology and eco-psychology. 

This chapter has briefly summarized the emergence of the mechanistic, reductionistic 

paradigm and its ascendancy to its present position of dominance in western Society. Its 



philosophical, theological and scientific dimensions have been noted. Co-existent with this 

view through history there has existed an alternative paradigm, the organic view, a view that 

has emphasized the changing, interconnected nature of reality. This view has found 

expression in a variety of foms over the centuries, including philosophicai, theological and 

artistic. In our cenniry the work of Wiaiteiiead and the scientific fields of rcoiogy and 

physics have accelerated the growth of the organic paradigm. now cornmonly known as the 

ecological worldview. This view has been influential in the development of inter- 

discipiinary perspectives in the form of eco-theology, eco-ferninism, eco-cosmology and 

deep ecology. This fertile combination of perspectives foms the cultural context in which 

this essay is situated. The next chapter will enter more fully into the ecological view, 

explonng the meaning of living within Nature. 



TOWARD A FAITH IN NATURE: NATURE AS SUBJECT, NATURE AS DIVINE 

Wdd Geese 

You do not have to be good. 
You do not have to walk on your knees 
for a hmdred d e s  through the desert, repent&. 
You or@ have to let the sofk animal of your body 

love what it loves. 
Teil me about despair, yours, and 1 will tell you mine. 
Meanwhile the world goes on. 
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 
are movhg across the landscapes, 
over the prairies and the deep WS, 

the mountains and the rivers. 
Meanwhile the wild geese, high m the clan blue air, 
are headhg home again. 
Whoever you are, no matter how loneky, 
the world offers tself to your imagination, 
calls to you like the wild geese, hanh and exciting- 
over and over anwuncing your place 
in the famiS. of thmgs. I 

What does it mean to begh seeing and responding to Nature as if it is a cornplex 

nibject, as ifit is alive, as ifit is possibly m e ?  To consider tbh question is to open the 

gate to not one, but many becko- pathways. But before setting off it would be prudent to 

take a moment to cl* and unpack our temis. By Nature 1 am referring to the entireîy of 

the world that is seLf-constmakig, that we eXpenence with o u .  physical senses. This includes 

aspects that exkt M y  independent of human duence such as the sun and the mon, 

1. Mary Oliver, "Wdd Geese", New and Selected Poems (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1 W6), 1 1 O. 



and other aspects large and small that have to varying degrees been shaped by human 

activity such as the Earth and an e h  leaf. This also includes humanity. Even though we 

think, feel and act at times as though we are separate, we are inextncably bound within 

Nature. Even when we destroy our habitat and our fellow species we remain part of Nature. 

Historicaiiy and contemporaneousiy there is an expressea senument that because we are 

darnaging Nature, we are bad and therefore do not deserve to exist within Nature. But to 

corne to this conclusion is to exacerbate the alienation between Nature and ourselves. 

Reconciliation within, not exclusion from, is the only way to rebuild this relationship. 

What then of the products of human activity: the violin. the freeway and the cruise 

missile? Are these also part of Nature? Even these entities are, for nothing exists apart from 

Nanue. Therefore Nature does include even those cultural artifacts often thought of as 

ethically wrong or theologically sinful. This stance of inclusivity nay be hardest to accept 

for those who love Nature and see some of these artifacts as the enernies of Nature. But to do 

otherwise is to deepen the dualism. the splitting between humanity and Nature, between good 

and bad, a splitting that will only lead to greater confiict and wounding. 

Nature is a web of subjects of varying complexity that possess experiences, feelings, 

aims, purpose, value and creativity in the sense of self-determination, intrinsic purposes and 

internal relations. It is comprised of a multi-dimensionai network of subjects that 

differentiate out of one another and merge back into one another over tirne and space. 

Because subjects are constituted by their appropriations from other subjects, and are in tum 

appropnated by the becorning of other subjects, it may be more accurate to consider these 

entities as events rather than as discrete subjects. There is a broad range of events or 

subjects, from the exceedingly simple eiementary physical elements to the incomprehensibly 



complex planetary subjects. Thus we have simple subjects or events existing within 

successively more complex subjects or events. David Ray Griffin suggests that we need to 

entertain at least the possibility of rudimentary forms of feeling, memory and choice amongst 

the simplest of these.' Amongst complex subjects/events such as mammals and birds it 

wouid be pruden~ Tor us to open ourseives to Lhz probability bal h r y  share wilh us 

comparable powers of subjectivity. With respect to the complex planetary subjects or events 

it is appropriate that we consider that they possess complexities of presence that are mostly 

beyood our grasp. Finaily, when considering the entirety of the world of Nature, at this level 

of sophistication we are contemplating nothing less than the ultimate subject in body and 

spirit, the AU, the Divine. This hypothesis will be elaborated upon in the next chapter. 

The First Trail 

Having clarified these terms we can now set off to explore the nails that await us. 

We will begin with the one that leads into the terrain of power and our relationship with 

Nature. Reconsidering Nature as a complex subject requires the redefinition of Nature from 

'thing' to 'king', but it also invites a revolution in how we are related to Nature, specifically 

in both the morphology and dynarnics of power. In t h i s  century the dominant western 

relationship with Nature has been characterized by one of power-over. Whether one prefers 

2. See David Ray Gnffin's "Introduction: The Reenchantment of Science", in The 
Reenchantment of Science, ed., David Ray Griffin, (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 19 88). 



the theme of domination or stewardship of Nature, both entail a position of control. There is 

a presumption and cenainty that we know what is best for Nature. Reconsidering Nature as a 

complex subject and as possibly divine invites us into the possibility of discovering our 

power-within Nature. To entertain this possibility of inter-subjectivity 1 must be willing to 

reiax rny grip upon the worià as thing, to forgo some of the cenainty with wiiich I have 

conducted myself. 1 must be willing to relinquish some of my sense of entitlement over this 

world and consider the possibility that my appropriate niche rnight have to do with 

something other than control and consurnption. Letting go of control creates the possibility 

of Listening to what Nature may have to Say to us. 

To help us  find our bearings in this unfamiliar landscape it will be helpful to seek the 

assistance of those who have some familiarity with the underbeily of power-over relations. 

Given the close identification of women with nature through the centuries, ferninism, with its 

well aniculated analysis of power, seerns likely to be able to help us here. In the opening 

chapter of her book Toward a New Psychology of Women, Jean Baker Miller sketches the 

characteristics that typify a relationship founded upon permanent inequality. She begins by 

noting that certain groups of people are defined as unequal based on birth: the criteria k i n g  

race, scx, class, nationality, religion or other criteria ascnbed at birth. The goal of the 

relationship is not to outgrow the inequality, as is the case in a heaithy parent-child 

relationship, but rather to maintain and reinforce it. Once a group is defined as infenor the 

dominant group labels it as defective. The dominant group claims that its characteristics are 

normative and therefore the ways in which the subordinate group is different are labeled as 

defective, for example women are deficient in rationality compared to men. The dominant 

group lays claim upon the prefemed roles within society and designates the non-prefemed 



roles as the natural domain of the subordinate group: such as cleaning and childcare work are 

the work of women and people of colour. The dominant group constructs a rationale to 

justify this division of labour based on the diagnosed inherent deficiencies and propensities 

of the subordinate group. As noted by Baker, the dominant group ascribes to the 

suborciinates quaiiues Uiat are ciesigned to satisw the needs of the dominants: 

subrnissiveness, passivity, docility, dependence, lack of initiative, inability to act, to 
decide, to think and the like. In general, this cluster includes qualities more characteristic 
of children than adults - immaturity, weakness, and hel lessness. If subordinates adopt 
these c harac teristics they are considered well-adjusted. P 

Conversely when subordinates develop dominant qualities they are discouraged punished, 

subjected to violence and labeled as abnorrnal. The dominant group exercises a determining 

influence upon ali aspects of cultural formation, including philosophy, theology, morality, 

and science. The principle of inequality is interwoven into the fabric of the cultural 

paradigm such that it is no longer conscious to either group. The legitimacy for inequality 

becomes embedded in the founcling beliefs and principles of the culture. To question the 

inequality is to cal1 into question the legitimacy of the entire paradigm. It is only with 

considerable effort that the embedded principle of discrimination c m  be Lifted into 

awareness, and then only at considerable cost and risk. The dominant group resists any 

efforts to call into question the legitimacy of its power-over relations. Though the dominant 

goup is not an homogenous whole (some elements within it - such as economically and 

socially disadvantaged men - denve only marginal benefit From the statu quo and are 

3. Jean Baker Miller, Toward a New Psychology of Women (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1976), 7. 



themselves oppressed by it), virtually al1 elements within it will resist changing the power 

What of the subordinates? Miller notes that subordinates concentrate on survival and 

therefore in the early stages of change avoid directly conffonting the issue of abuse of power. 

Instead rhey reson to indirect and disguiseu Îoms of seif-expression (coded folk raies or 

stories) that are designed to please, or at least not provoke, the dominants, while giving some 

outlet for their expenence of oppression. Miller wntes: 

One important result of this indirect mode of operation is that members of the dominant 
group are denied an essential part of life - the opportunity to acquire self-understanding 
through knowing their impact on others. They are thus deprived if "consensual 
validation," feedback, and a chance to correct their actions and expressions. Put simply, 
subordinates won't teil. For the sarne reasons, the dominant goup is deprived of valid 
knowledge about the subordinates. (It is particularly ironic that the societal "experts" in 
knowledge about subordinates are usually members of the dominant group.) Subordinates 
then know much more about the dominants than vice versa. They have to. They become 
highly attuned to the dominants, able to predict their reactions of pleasure and 
displeasure! 

To what degree if any are Miller's insights applicable to the humadNatue relationship? 

To begin with, the premise of permanent inequality between hurnanity and Nature is a given 

in the contemporary orthodox view. To even suggest that humanity does not rightfully 

occupy a position of privilege and control over Nature would provoke consternation from 

most quarten. We consider ourselves to be superior to the rest of Nature, and it therefore to 

be inferior to ourselves. We habitually use our species' characteristics as normative e.g. 

rnotile, mamrnalian, capable of reason etc., as the standard by which all aspects of Nature are 

measured. Entities with no similar characteristics to ourselves - from elementary particles 

4. Ibid., 10. 



to rocks to planets - are labeled as lifeless things and relegated to the lowest echelon of 

value. Non-motile entities, in which we can recognize properties that approximate our 

understanding of life processes e.g. vascular plants, are one step closer to ourselves but still 

considered to be primitive and void of intelligence, awareness and intrinsic value. Then 

there is the vast array of motile entities frorn vinises to primates, whch we judge according 

to their degree of resemblance to ourselves. Within these we privilege mammals, as we 

nostalgically identiS with them because they iive binh and suckle their Young. But 

nonetheless we factory farm and butcher many of hem in restricted access disassembly 

plants under conditions that would homfy al1 but the most heartless of us. Across the whole 

spectrum of Nature we evaluate and categorite the worth of other entities according to how 

closely they resemble ourselves. In addition to being primitive and shockingly arrogant, this 

approach is certain to prevent us from levning about those who are different from us. Given 

this bias, how could we possibly appreciate the giftedness of other single entities, let alone 

the exquisite sophistication of an entire comrnunity, such as a marine eco-system? 

The similarities with Baker's analysis of gendered power-over relations continues: as 

the self-ascnbed nonnative species, we have evidently laid daim to the preferred roles on 

this planet. We are the ownen, the managers, the consumers and the recreationalists where 

and when we choose. AU other entities are pressed into service to meet our needs and 

desires. Dogs and cats are our pets, a wide swathe of plants and animals are our food, the 

lands and forests are our resources, and the waters and air are our sewers. Virtually 

everything has been pressed into service, one way or another. We amibe properties to al i  

these inferior forms in order to legitimize our enslavement of them. We presume that cattle, 

pigs and chickens do not feel pain or experience fear and temor and so we mat them 



accordingly. Trees are dumb, inert, interchangeable objects that are without intrinsic value 

or any fom of awareness, and so we clear-cut carelessly without due reverence. Hills and 

mountains are stockpiles of rock, grave1 and minerais, which exist only for our day of need. 

These power-over attitudes are so ever-present that they are unconscious in most 

people. To question their legitimacy is to question the vaiidity of the western world-view. 

To do so is shocking and provakes disbelief. The one who publicly questions their validity 

does so only at a cost. In confronting the structural inequality and prejudice in the 

huma.dNature relationship, we are at a stage similar to the early years of the abolitionist and 

suffragette movements. 

M a t  of Baker's cornments conceming subordinates: are these applicable in this 

instance? Here we are caught in a catch-22. Given the thoroughness of our power-over 

relationships, we do not know enough about those whom we have subordinated to know how 

much they know about us. The one exception to this may be with respect to our relationships 

with those mammalian species that we have privileged as 'pets', notably dogs, cats and 

horses. Many people have allowed thernselves a degree of attachment with their pets that 

allows for the possibility of experiencing thern as subjects. Though these are alrnost always 

still power-over relationships which prirnarily serve our needs for companionship, the 

affection that we feel for these animals does open the door to the awareness that they know 

us and that we could l e m  fiom their knowing. If we were to allow ourselves the sarne 

affection and caring for the river that flows through Our city or the magpies and red squirrels 

that live in our neighborhood, as we do for our family pet we would begin to l e m  lessons 

about ourselves that would surprise us. 



What are the alternatives to a power-over relationship with Nature? Radical and 

cultural ferninists have worked hard to develop the model of power-with as an alternative to 

domination between people. 1s this a suitable model for our relationship with Nature? 1 think 

not. We are not the equal of Nature. We do exen a significant influence upon the rest of 

Nature but we are d s o  uneriy dependent upon Nature for our existence. It is a cornplex 

relationship. but in my view its primary characteristic is that we exist within the matrix of 

Nature. This fundamental condition is formative in defining the source and nature of our 

authentic power, of our life-giving, creahve energies. Power that is denved from control of 

Nature is fallacious in that it ultimately leads to the destruction of Nature and of our selves. 

We have deluded ourselves into thinking that the trappings of a culture founded upon the 

plundering of nature's wealth and the manipulation and hoarding of matenal goods is real 

power. This impression is an illusion and this cultural stance wili not provide an enduring 

bais for human or any other form of biological iife. A model of power within Nature is the 

only viable choice in the long run. Living intentionally and consciously within Nature in this 

fashion would be to honour the biological, energetic and materiai realities of our existence: 

we are a species within the interdependent web of existence. Would it not be prudent to act 

as one? 

Of the various ecological perspectives, deep ecology has dculated a perspective that 

is most cognizant of this fact. One of its core assurnptions is that western culture presently 

relates to Nature from a position of domination, control and intense anthropoceneism. It 

traces these tendencies back to Aristotelian thought and the Jewish and especially Christian 

traditions. Though essentially flawed, these attitudes have only in recent centuries (when 

anned with modem science and techoology) become a threat to the biological integrity of our 



planet. This cultural stance is essentially eco-pathic, that is it is a set of behaviours and 

attitudes that is inherently and chronically damaging of the ecosphere. It is a pathological 

condition, an illness that is incompatible with the ecology of this planet. In the view of deep 

ecologists, this anthropocentric paradigm must be replaced by one that is ecocentric, one that 

is founded upon ecological principles. in 1984 George Sessions and Arne Naess fomulated 

the following eight principles as a proposed basis for deep ecological theory and action: 

The well-being and flourishing of human and non-human life on Earth have value 
in themselves (synonyms: intrinsic value, inherent worth). These values are 
independent of the usefulness of the non-human world for human purposes. 
Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of these values 
and are also values in themselves. 
Humans have no nght to reduce this richness and diversity except to satisfy vital 
needs. 
The flounshing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantiaily 
smaller human population. The flourishing of non-human life requires a smailer 
human population. 
Present human interference with the non-human world is excessive, and the 
situation is rapidiy worsening. 
Policies must therefore be changed. These policies affect basic economic, 
technological, and ideological structures. The resulting state of affairs will be 
deeply different from the present. 
The ideological change will be mainly that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in 
situations of inherent value) rather than adhering to an increasingly higher 
standard of living. There will be a profound awareness of the differences between 
bigness and greatness. 
Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation directly or 
indirectly to try to implement the necessary changes. 5 

These propositions gained prominence over the years and have served as a focus for 

discussions within the deep ecology rnovement and between it and other perspectives. Deep 

5. Anie Naess and George Sessions, 'The Deep Ecological Movement" Deep 
EcoIogy for the 21n Cenmy, ed., George Session, (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 68. 



ecology has been cntiqued on many fronts, especially for its challenge to anthropocentrism 

and emphasis upon eco-centrism. The challenges offered by the schools of eco-feminisrn and 

social ecology warrants special mention in this discussion. 

Eco-feminism agrees with deep ecology's premise that human domination of nature 

is an essentiai probiem; however it disagees wirh deep ecoiogy's emphasis upon 

anthropocenûism as it generally believes that in fact androcenaisrn i.e. male centeredness, is 

the essential root. For exarnple Janet Biehl wrote in her critique of deep ecology "For 

ecofeminists the concept of anthropocentrism is profoundly, even "deeply" problematical . . . 

By not excluding women from anthropocentrisrn, deep ecologists implicitly condemn wornen 

for k ing  anthropocentric as they condemn men for k i n g  - that is, for presuming to be above 

nature, for mastering it.'& Warwick Fox responds to this criticisrn: 

To begin with deep ecologists completely agree with ecofeminists that men have 
been far more implicated in the history of ecological destruction than women. 
However deep ecologists also agree with similar charges derived from other social 
perspectives: for example, that capitalists, whites, and Westemers have been far more 
implicated in the history of ecological destruction than pre-capitalist peoples, blacks, 
and non-Westerners. ... the target of the deep ecologists' critique is not humans per 
se (i.e. a general class of social actors) but rather humancenteredness (Le. a 
legitimating ideology). . . . What the ecoferninist cnticism of deep ecology's focus on 
anthropocentrism overlooks, then, is the fact that deep ecologists are not prirnarily 
concemed with exposing the classes of social actors historicdy most responsible for 
social domination and ecologicai destruction, but rather with the task of sweeping the 
mg out from under the feet of these classes of social acton by exposing the most 
fundamental kind of legitimation that they have habitually employed in justifjhg 
their position. . . . Deep ecologists want to unrnask the ideology of anthropocentrism 
so that it can no longer be used as the bottom Line legitimation for social domination 
and ecological destruction by any class of social actors (men, capitalists, whites, 
Westerners, humans generally - generaily - or even essentialist feminists!)' 

6. Janet Biehl, Tt's Deep, But 1s It Broad? An Eco-feminist Looks at Deep Ecology" 
Kick It Cher, PTrnter 1987. 



Social ecologists have also challenged the analysis of deep ecology. M m y  

Bookchin, amongst others, has charged deep ecology with misanthropy, that is that it is 

opposed to humanity in general. With reference to the deep ecological view he has written 

'"Humanity' is essentially seen as an ugly 'anthropocentrk thing - presumably, a malignant 

product of natural evolution". ' Fox calls this rnisapprehension of the critique of human- 

centeredness as being an opposition to humans per se 'the fallacy of misplaced misanthropy': 

Committing this fallacy in the context of criticizing deep ecology involves not just a 
crucial misreading of deep ecology's critical task, but also the oversight of two other 
considerations that contradict such a misreading. The fmt  is that deep ecology's 
constructive task is to encourage an egalitarian attitude on the part of humans toward 
ali entities in the ecosphere - including hrtrnans. The second is that deep ecologists 
are among the first to highiight and draw inspiration from the fact that not ail hurnans 
have been human-centered either within the Western tradition or outside it, Far from 
being misanthropie, deep ecologists celebrate the existence of these human beings9 

Bookchin further argues that a nonhierarchical, decentrakt and cooperative society is "a 

society that will iive in harmony with nature because its members live in harmony with each 

other".1° He thereby suggests that if human society focuses upon creating more just, 

egalitarian relationships within, that more just relationships without will invariably follow. 

Fox responds by noting that this is not logically congruent, and it is a further example of 

anthropocentnc thinking, i.e. that human concems corne f ~ s t ,  and secondly that it grossly 

7. Warwick Fox, " The Deep Ecology-Ecofeminism Debate and Its Parallels". Deep 
Ecology for the 21n Century, ed., George Sessions, (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 280-283. 

8. Murray Bookchin, "Social Ecology Versus 'Deep Ecology,' " Green Perspectives: 
Newsletter of the Green Program Project, Summer l987 ,3 .  

9. Fox, Deep Ecology-Ecofeminism Debate, 280. 

10. Bookchin, "Social Ecology". 2. 



oversimplifies complex relationships. He also notes that it side-steps the difficult but 

necessary issue that ail groups within western societies bear a varying degree of 

responsibility and ability to help transform our relationship with Nature now. 

The deep ecology community is diverse and published writings reflect this diversity. 

This diversity iricludes radical and more slridznt pzrspectives express a clzzp anger and 

condemnation of humanity for its disregard towards Nature. Some of these voices have 

argued that this planet would be better off without Our species and have cailed for Our 

eiimination. The general charge of misanthropy against deep ecology likely relates to this 

minority view. A central problem for deep ecology is the development of a perspective that 

is both vigorous and impassioned in its defense of Nature and compassionate of al1 entities, 

including humankind. If it becomes sidelined ont0 an anti-human track it will fail to exert a 

wider influence and it wili have beaayed Naess's first principle concerning the value of non- 

human and human life. 

We have been explonng the issue of power in Our social or collective relationship 

with Nature and considering a perspective that advocates for a shift from our current position 

of dominance and control towards a stance of equilibrium within Nature. Returning now to 

the traihead we will explore one of the other tnils that await us. one that wiU lead us into the 

domain of the psychology of our relationship with Nature. 



The Second Traü 

In Those Years 

In those years, people will Say, we lost track 
of the rneaning of we, of you 
WC found ourselves 
reduced to I 
and the whole thing became 
silly, ironic, temble: 
we were aying to live a personal life 
and, yes, that was the only iife 
we could bear witness to 

But the great dark birds of history screamed and plunged 
into our personal weather 
They were headed somewhere else but their beaks and pinions drove 
dong the shore. through ra es of fog 
where we stood, saying 1. IF' 

One of the defining feanires of the psychology of Euromorth Amencans is a strongly 

developed sense of individuality. Acquiring this sense of individuation. of separation by 

adulthood is considered a hallmark o f  normalcy and health in our culture. The development 

of this norm has k e n  shaped by the patriarchal culture diat. until recently, exercised absolute 

control over the formulation of aorms, including psychological noms. Dominant male 

culture has valued the qualities of separation and self-reliant individuality, whereas female 

culture" has tended to emphasize the thernes of relatedness and co-creation through 

relahonship. 1s there a co~ec t ion  between this psychological norm and our unhealthy 

11. Adneme Rich, Dork Fields of the Republic: P o e m  1991-1995 (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company Inc., 1995). 



relationship with Nature? 

This discussion must begin within the confines of a specialized language that 

developed within the individualistic world-view. The study of psycholog has focused 

almost exclusively, until quite recently, upon the vicissitudes of the individual psyche. One 

need iook no M e r  than the Diagnosric and Statistical Manuul of'Menta1 Disorders (DSM- 

N). the bible of diagnosing mental disorders, to be reminded of this fact. Nonetheless we 

must start with where we are. 

Rdph Metzer in his essay The Psychopathology of the Human-Nature Relationship I 3  

provides a helpful survey of recent characterizations of this unhappy relationship. These 

descriptions c m  be seen as both metaphors and diagnostic tools. It is interesting to note that 

there is not one psychologist arnongst these authors, evidence of the profession's 

preoccupation with individual concerns. These characterizations include: arrested 

development, autism, addiction, collective amnesia, and dissociation. 

Paul Shepard in his 1982 book Narure and ~adness" advanced the thesis of 

"ontogenetic crippling" or arrested development. Using the developrnental theory of 

psychologists like Erik Erikson and Harold Searles, Shepard identifies two stages in 

which rnembers of our culture are al1 too often unable to complete the nomal 

12. See Nancy Chodorow's Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory (New Haven: Yaie 
University Press, 1989). 

13. Ralph Metzer, 'The Psychopathology of the Human-Nature Relationship" in 
Ecopsychoiogy: Restoring the Earth Healing the M d ,  ed., Theodore Roszak, Mary E. 
Gomes and Men D. Kanner, (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books. 1995). 

14. Paul Sheparà., Namre and Maùness (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1982). 



developmental tasks, these being the infant state of dependency and adolescence. He 

anributes the first problem to the transition from hunter-gathering society to agriculture when 

the eariiest and primary attachent between mother and infant carne under economic 

pressure and the infant for the first time in history became spatially separated from the 

immediacy of Nature. IdeaUy, this initial relationship provides the infant with the experience 

of prirnary tnist and safety, a world-view that guides the individual ihrough~ut their Life. If 

this relationship is disrupted, the infant grows up with a core experience of insecurity and 

emptiness. The second problem he attributes to the collapse of the process of initiation into 

adulthood. Without these catalysts, many people never complete the transition into 

adulthood. As a result we observe in western culture: 

the kind of boisterous. arrogant pursuit of individual self assertion that charactenzes 
the consumenst, exploitative mode1 of economic growth, where the short-term profit 
of entrepreneurs and corporate shareholders seems to be not only the dominant value, 
but the only value under consideration. . . . One of the worst consequences of this 
collective pathology is a readiness to saike back at a natural world that we dirnly 
perceive has failed us. Adults who have basic trust that the world of nature and 
society can provide for their needs are not likely to be attracted to a worldview that 
demands a relentless struggle for cornpetitive advantage.15 

Thomas Berry has proposed the charactenzation of autism. According to the DSM IV. the 

essential features of Autistic Disorder are the presence or significant abnormalities in social 

interaction and communication and a markedly restricted repertoire of activity and interests. 

Bemy suggests that with the ascendancy of the mechanistic worldview and the 

disenchantment of Nature, auhsm was inevitable. How can one be relationally and 

expressively engaged with that which one considers to be a thing? Metmer writes: 

15. Ibid., 57-58. 



Like autistic children, who do not seem to hear, or see, or feel their rnother's 
presence, we have become blind to the psychic presence of the Living planet and deaf 
to its voices and stories, sources that nourished our ancestors in pre-industrial 
societies. This situation can only be remedied by a new mode of mutual presence 
between the human and the natural world. l6 

One of the more perplexing and troubling aspects of our relationship with Nature is 

that even though there is a widespread cognitive grasp of the facr har we are, for exarnple, 

responsible for exterminating species of life at an unprecedented rate and causing a global 

warming that will have widespread and unpredictable consequences, we have thus far chosen 

to not make more than s m d  efforts to alter our present course. Why is this so? The deep 

ecologist Dolores LaChapeiie and the eco-psychologist Chellis Glendinning have advanced 

the thesis that Our failure to substantively alter Our relationship with Nature is indicative of a 

pathological addiction to consumption, technology and anything that will distract us from Our 

pain. Glendinning notes that personal addiction is characterized by patterns of out-of- 

control, ofien aimless compulsion to fil1 a lost sense of belonging, integrity, communion and 

meaning, by a defensive structure that pretends that everythmg is okay and a tendency to 

retraumatize oneself. She writes: 

Evidence for the compulsion, denial and reenacmient obsession charactenstic of 
persona addiction is not difficult to find in wider society. . . . Addiction, in one form 
or another characterizes every aspect of industrial society .. . Dependence on alcohol 
. . . is not formally different fiom dependence on prestige, career achievement, world 
influence, wealth, the need to build more ingenious bombs, or the need to exercise 
controi over everything.17 

16. Ibid., 59. 

17. Cheliis Glendinning, 
Civilimtion (Boston: Shambhala 

My Name is Chellis and I'm in Recovery from Western 
1994), 99-100. 



Drawing upon Lewis Mumford's themes of the 'mechanical order' and the 'myth of the 

machine', Glendinning calls our collective addiction a 'techno-addiction' . 

The metaphor/diagnosis of cultural amnesia suggests that we have collectively 

forgotten a way of k ing  in this world, the way of perceiving and living with ernpathy and 

respect for al1 other beings, and hurnility within the vast and nch web of existence. Some 

authors, such as the psychoanalyst Imrnanuel ~ e l i k o v s k ~ ' ~ ,  speculatively suggest that this 

amnesia originated with the trauma of some enonnous naturd catastrophe in the 

EuropeadNear East region. Others, including Paul ~ e v e r e u x ' ~  argue that it was a gradua1 

process of forgetting that occurred through the transition from hunter-gathering to 

agricultural societies, with the associated domestication and growing control over plants and 

animals. 

The dissociative metaphor is related to the preceding one, but more usehl in its 

elaboration. In general usage 'dissociation' refers to a disconnection or a separation fiom, 

the opposite of association. Psychologically it is used most often in reference to a range of 

disorders that entail "a disruption in the usuaily integrated functions of consciousness, 

rnemory, identity, or perception of the environ~nent".'~ These can range from the relatively 

mild 'dissociative amnesia', the inability to recall important personal information, to the 

18. Irnmanuel Velikovsky, Mankinà in Amnesia (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1982). 

19. Paul Devereux, John Steele, and David Kubnn, Ea~hmind (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1989). 

20. Amencan Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical M a n u l  of Mental 
Disorders, Fourth Edition (Washington D.C.: American Psychiatric Association 1994) 477. 



'profound dissociative identity disorder' (formerly known as multiple personality disorder) 

that is characterized by two or more distinct identities that recurrently take control of the 

individual's behaviour. John and Helen Watkins writing fiom an ego state perspective 

comment that: 

Dissociation can be a very normal reaction, protecting us from fighrening situations 
and lowenng our fear. Although ofien associated with childhood trauma, it c m  
equally affect adults. It removes from within ourselves an area of conflict. For 
example, in out-of-body experiences, a not uncommon form of dissociation, we feel 
ourselves as watchers, not participants, in a dangerous situation. For the moment, the 
self becomes only an object. We do not have to suffer extemally initiated pain or 
intemal fight. " 

They describe the healthy differentiated personality as being composed of different ego 

states separated by very permeable membranes. The different ego states share content and 

munial awareness, and the self experiences hem as cornmon mood changes. Thus there is 

differentiation between the ego states but not dissociation. At the other end of the spectrum 

we find the pathological form of chronic and deep-seated dissociative patterns. In this 

instance the membranes separating the ego states are impermeable, thus little or even no 

information is shared between hem. It is this 'walling off of information within the 

separate states within the individual that causes the classic symptoms of pathological 

dissociation: the losses of memory, of consciousness and of awareness of one's environment. 

Cm this mode1 of the intenor splitting of the individual be usefully employed in our 

investigation into the human/Nature relationship? In Ralph Metzer's view it is not simply 

usefùl, it is essential. He writes: 

2 1. John G. Watkins and Helen H. Watkins, Ego State Theory and Therapy (New 
York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1997)' 38. 



The entire culture of Western industrial society is dissociated fiom its ecological 
substratum. It is not that our knowledge and understanding of the Earth's complex 
and delicate web of interdependence is vaguely and inchoately lodged in some 
forgotten basement of the psyche. We have the knowledge of our impact on the 
environment, we c m  perceive the pollution and degredation of the land, the waters, 
the air - but we do not attend to it, we do not connect that knowledge with other 
aspects of our total experience. Perhaps it would be more accurate, and fair, to say 
that individuals feel unable to respond to the natural world appropriately, because the 
püiiticd, èconomic, and educationai institutions in *hich we are involveil all have 
this dissociation built into them. " 

This dissociation fi-om our 'ecological substratum' can be traced back to our rnillennial-old 

dualisrns of spirithnatter, mincilbody and humadnature. Over the centuries what began as 

philosophical/religious dualisms seeped outward into our culture and in time became 

scientific paradigms and later still, psychological constructs. What was at one time 

disseminated in the form of forma1 teachings is now codified in the unconscious belief 

systems and behaviour of the population. 

At the h e m  of our dissociation from Nature is a cntical piece of information, the 

awareness of which our culture has turned its back on in its quest for mastery, for self- 

reliance and independence as a species. 1 am refemng to the knowledge that we are 

ultimately dependent upon Nature. The rejection or acceptance of this simple yet profound 

fact has established the trajectory for the world's great philosophies and religions. The 

dominant tradition of the wesi is comprised in part by an effort to wrest coctrol over Our 

destiny from Nature and other 'threatening' forces: whether they be animistic spirits, the 

catastrophes of Nature, the Greek Gods, the Hebraic or Christian Cod, the plagues of the 

22. Ralph Meaer "The Psychopathology of the Human-Nature Relationship", 
Ecopsycblogy: Restorntg the Eanh Healing the M i d ,  ed. Theodore Roszak, Mary E. 
Gomes and Allen D. Kanner, (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1995), 65. 



Middle Ages or cancer and AIDS. Before moving on to the theological dimensions of Our 

dissociation, 1 would like to take our psychological exploration of it one step further. 

There is a cntical psychological component to this flight to pseudeindependence in western 

culture that resides in the realm of our patterns of parenting. 

As i have airedy notrd, inr credo of the seif-reliant individuai is most strongiy 

expressed by the male population in Our culture. Why is this the case? Nancy Chodorow 

argues that it has everything to do with the gender of the caregiver vis-à-vis the child. In our 

culture - where the care of children has been traditionally the exclusive domain of women - 

this has had a pervasive and differing effect upon the development of female and male 

children. On the one hand the female child experiences their caregiver as continuous with - 

as the same as themselves. When they begin to differentiate from their caregiver, assuming 

good enough care, that process is relatively smooth. This sense coupled with the prominent 

role models of older nurturing females tends to develop female's relationd capacities and 

needs and thereby reproduces mothering. This scenario contrasts markedly with the male 

child's experience. 

Male infants, like females, expenence an early state of merger with their phary,  

differently gendered caregiver. However, as young children they face not only the task of 

differentiating between themselves and another as individuals, but also of king 

fundamentally and permanently different in nature (gender). At this t h e  of dawning 

awareness there is typically not an adult male caregiver reaclily available for the child to 

identiw with, to whom they would transfer their sense of sameness. Because a similady 

gendered caregiver is not available, the experience of differentiation is coupled with a 

profound sense of separation from the source of nurturance. Chodorow argues that because 



of this primary experience, the mate self is founded more upon the theme of denied 

relationality, of separation. Because of this premature loss of intimacy with their caregiver, 

the male's intemal world tends to be more rigid, split and repressed. The association of this 

loss with the female tends to lead to reactive, defensive, compliant and aggressive responses 

ioward women in inter iife. This arelalional mascuiinity : 

based on a need to dominate and deny women, the ferninine. and human and naturd 
interconnectedness has become institutionalized in notions of scientific objectivity 
and the technical rationality of advanced capitalism (in reality defensive 
institutionalizations of a ngid separateness needed by the masculine psyche and built 
on a latent structure of anger and the repudiation of women), in individualistic 
political and social theories that assume the inevitability of hierarchy and the need to 
create a society out of asocial individuals, and in practices of erohc, scientific, and 
technicd domination. 23 

In essence, this view suggests that what has corne to be known as psychologically normative, 

that is male experience, is in fact a damaged and only partially developed standard of the self 

and its imer world. In contrast to the dominant male value system. Chodorow and her pe r s  

value the experience of the related self and attribute its tendencies not to imate capacity but 

to the earliest experiences of continuous gendered relations. 

Donald Winnicott, the Bntish pediaüician, psychoanalyst and theonst, developed the 

concept of the true and false self, a concept that is helpful in distinguishing between leamed 

behaviour and inherent potential. Winnicott suggested after many years of working closely 

with mothers and their infantskhildren, that there exists within every infant a nascent tme 

self. the emergence of which is dependent upon the mother's dfectionate aminement to 

23. Nancy Chodorow, Feminism and Psychuamlyti~ Theory (New Haven: Yale 
University Press. 1989), 185. 



the child's needs and spontaneous expressions. If the mother is able to respond adequately in 

this manner, and provide an errironrnent that is safe, nurtuing and responsive, then the 

infant's sense of themselves as real ( m e  self) develops. With this foundation in place the 

infantkhild develops the capacity to preoccupy itself with its own inner imaginative world 

even w'niie sensing Liia~ h a  molher is rriiably preseni, but not inipinpinp. Within di<: holding 

environment of 'good enough rnothenng' the child is able to safely explore its creative 

impulses, further strengthening its expenence of being real. Altematively, if the mother 

instead imposes her need upon the infant, the infant will resist but must eventudy comply 

with the mother's needs, thereby forsaking its own spontaneous needs. This is the beginning 

of the formation of the false (cornpliant) self, behind which the m e  self hides. Without the 

repeated expenence of 'going on being' within the holding environment of the mother, the 

infantlchild becomes alienated from its own spontaneous expressions and from its own tnie 

self. Winnicott believed that in later Life, people with strongly developed false selves would 

have limited capacity to develop satisfjmg intimate relationships, to use imaginative 

symbols and would have an impoverished cultural life. He notes that, "instead of cultural 

pursuits one observes in such persons extreme restlessness, an inability to concentrate, and a 

need to coliect impingements from extemal reality so that the living time of the individual 

can be filled by reactions to these impingements".24 It is my contention that the arelational 

behaviour observed in some men (the tendency to be aggressive, non-empathic, self-reliant 

and withdrawn in relationship) is not intrînsic but rather symptomatic of male false self 

24. Donald F. Winnicott, Playing and Realiry (New York: Penguin Books 197 1). 150. 



development. Men, iike women, have the innate pnmary need and capacity to participate in 

intimate, rnutual and caring relations. This is m e  for males in both their differently and 

similarly gendered relations. The fact that men do not easily do so is not in my view 

evidence of the c0ntrar-y nature of men but rather the extent of damage to their self, due to 

faulty early care-giving relations. For millennia the primary caregiver for the vast majority of 

males have been women. Fathers and other adult males have in alrnost al1 cases provided for 

material needs, with only peripheral contributions to emotional nurturance. This particular 

family configuration has defonned a l l  family members and especiaily male children. Most 

adult males that 1 have come to know chose to respond to, as children, to their female 

caregivers with some combination of passive or active aggression, compliance and wiih- 

drawal. It is al1 too easy to attribute these problems to the adult who is present. but these are 

only symptoms and secondary to the core issue, the emotionally absent father. His absence 

teaches the son that he is fundamentally alone and not important enough to be present to as 

far as other males are concemed and that he is fundamentally different from she who does. 

And yet he is completely dependent upon this femde caregiver for his sense of self-worth, 

and by extension, future female intimates. This creates a cascade of subsequent problems 

including the mother's unconscious redirection of her resentment of the father towards the 

son and the mother's unmet needs for male companionship which may be directed at the son. 

Any one of these alone or in combination only reinforces the dilemma of the unfathered boy 

and reinforces his tendency to react aggressively or compliantly and withdraw. 

The large majority of men replicate at least initially, their eariy relational posture of 

compliance, antagonism and withdrawal in thei. adult relationships with women. Men all too 

often enter heterosexual relationships with a childlike need for affirmation and acceptance 



because their core sense of self is not sure-footed conceming worth and security. But ihis 

desire for acceptance and closeness from the female is not for the co-intimacy of adult peers, 

but for a re-creation of the original love and acceptance provided by the f m t  female 

caregiver. There is often combined with this neediness a resistance and fear of developing a 

mutualiy intimate reiationship with his femaie pamer. 

In a similar and different manner men live out of their earliest experiences of not 

being cared for by their fathers. The boy notes that the father values his work over caring for 

him. The boy concludes that he is not worthy of his father's caring or his father is not 

capable of caring for him, and that work outside the home is more important than carhg for 

children. He learns that his father and men generally cannot be counted on to be there when 

he needs them. He observes that his father derives his value fiorn his paid work and learns 

that if he is to be valued by his father and by men generally it will not be for his simply 

being, but because he is a doer. Future sarne-gendered relations will be shaped by the 

assumption that emotional numirance and intimacy is not possible or safe and that 

acceptance and discourse will be built around doing, not simply being. At the core of this is 

in most men a deep and intense longing to be accepted by their father and other male figures 

of authority. This psychic energy is what drives much of the addictive work behaviour of 

men. That is, that they are unconsciously seeking the satisfaction of their unmet needs for 

patemal attention and valuing in their workplace. And in pursuit of this Holy Grail, and the 

consequent neglect of the comrnunity's young boys, it is a given tliat this cycle of 

deformation will continue another generation. 

To return to our themes of separationlself-reliance and dissociation, the conventionai 

patterns of parenting have played a key role in the formation of reality for the western d e  



psyche. These patterns have favoured the formation of a paradigm organized around the 

themes of self-reliance and separation buttressed by the dualisrns of thinking over feeling, 

rnind over matter and individuality over community. These and other dualisrns represent 

influential f o m  of splitting and are in rny view syrnptomatic of the core split or 

rlisswiation. Our corè dissociation is our inabiiityirzfusal to hold the central tnilh and 

paradox of our existence, that we are beings who are both aware of our self and of our 

ultimate existence within and dependence upon the larger matrix. As a young child that 

matrîx is the irnmediate source of numirance and life: the mothedfemale caregiver. If we are 

not able to negotiate that fxst dawning of awareness safely (that we are both an individual 

and part of something larger), held by the attentive caring of femde and male caregivers, 

then we are likely to retreat defensively in denial into a false self, organized around a credo 

of pseudo-self-reliance. If we settle into this defence and fail to accept the tmth of our inter- 

dependence as children, than we carry forward that world-view into our Lives as youth and 

adults - the only difference being that increasingly that matrix becomes the ultimate source 

of nurturance and life: Nature. The paradigrnatic view remains essentiaiiy the sarne: that is, 

that my sunival and success depends upon my powers of self-reliance, separation from and 

control of the world around me. Thus whereas initially the themes of fear of loss of self 

within the larger ma& and the desire to control and separate from that which one is 

dependent upon are experienced within the context of the materna1 relationship, in later life 

these themes are experienced and played out in the larger context of the world of Nature. 

This developmental rrajectory has been the common one for males in western society 

for centuries, if not for millennia. This path has prepared men to uphold, reproduce and 

extend the cultural patterns of authontari anism, dualism. patnarchy, militarism. 



anthropocentrism, Eurocentrism, reductionism and mechanism. Thus the extemal world of 

male culture and the interna1 world of male psychology are CO-creative and mutually 

reinforcing. 

The m r d  T d  

Returning to the trailhead once again, of the many trails that await us, the last one we 

will be exploring is that which wanden over the terrain of Nature and divinity. This is a 

complex and varied piece of ground. What we are looking for is an ecological theology that 

is compatible with the contributions of deep ecology and ecopsychology, together which will 

provide a viable basis for transfonning our relationship with Nature. An obvious direction in 

which to look for such a theology would be towards the deep ecology movement itseif, given 

the thoroughness with which it has staked out its philosophical ground. Oddly however, that 

school has not yet articulated an explicit theological view. Odd because as John B. Cobb Jr. 

points out "deep ecology, iike most worldviews. is a profoundly religious vision. Among 

traditional religious doctrines it comes closest to pantheism but, if it is pantheism. it is 

pantheism in a new form"." Thus for now at least, we will have to look farther afield. 

A good direction to look towards is the body of Christian theology. Certain Christian 

theologians have responded to ecological thought with considerable enthusiasm. Of these, 1 

have chosen to engage with the work of Sallie McFague and John B. Cobb Jr.. McFague has 

made one of the more sustained and systematic efforts to incorporate recent ecological 

25. John B. Cobb Jr., "Ecology, Science, and Religion: Toward A Postmodem 
Worldview". The R e e n c h a n ~ r  of Science ed. David Ray Griffin, (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1988). 106. 



insights into her theology. In her book The Body of God, she set herser the task of creating a 

mode1 of God and the world that is commensurable with post-modem science as well as our 

own embodied experience and the well being of o u  planet. As 1 engage with ber ecological 

theology 1 will be assessing its compatibility with the deep ecological and eco-psychological 

perspectives we have k e n  explonng. 

In the formulation of her theological anthropology she begins with the common 

creation story of post-modem science. She suggests that this is an apt place to start if we are 

to reliably know who we are in the scheme of things. A reading of this story spanning fifteen 

billion years of creation brings a number of thernes to rnind for McFague, including: what a 

smali aspect of the whole picture we are, our species' radical inter-relatedness and 

interdependence with every other aspect of creation, the mutli-Ieveled character of the 

universe (from subatomic particles to human beings), the accompanying increase of 

subjectivity, and the more complex the level the greater its dependence upon the simpler 

levels that support it. Finally she notes that the common creation story has the potential to 

unire people of al1 belief systems for all are encompassed within it and its call is for a loyalty 

to no particular nation or religion, but to the Earth and its creator. 

What does this story have to Say about who we are as a species? To begin with, 

she suggests that it does not confimi the human centered view of contemporary Christianity 

or the secular culture's elevation of individuality, consumption and techn~logy. The story 

tells us that we are clearly not the main attraction in this universal story. It suggests that we 

are a small part of the whole with perhaps a special role given our capacities for self- 

awareness and choicefulness. It suggests that our preoccupation with individual salvation or 

advancement is both anachronistic and dangerous. 



McFague proposes that our peculiar form of individuality and interdependence has 

handed us a special role in the universal story, in that: 

We are the responsible ones, responsible for d l  the rest upon which we are so 
profoundly dependent. No longer should we speak of ourselves as children, 
especially in a religious context, as the passive, needy children of a loving, all- 
powerful father who will take care of us and Our planet. Nor cm we continue to act 
Me willful, brash adolescents out of control, as we have k e n  doing in the modem 
story of scientism, militarism, individualism, and consumerism. We need to become 
who we really are, neither the possessor nor pnnciple tenant of planet earth, but 
responsible adults, the only species on the planet who knows the cornmon creation 
story and can assume our role as partners for its well-being? 

What rnight a theological anthropology look like that emerged from this understanding of 

who we are? McFague suggests that it would include the following points: 

A focus on gratitude for the gift of life rather than a longing iar eternd life; an end to 
dualistic hieruchies, including human beings over nature; an appreciation for the 
individuality of al1 things rather than the glorification of human individualism; a 
sense of radical interrelatedness and interdependence with al1 that exists; the 
acceptance of responsibility for other forms of life and the ecosystem, as guardians 
and partners of the planet; the acknowledgement that salvation is physical as weil as 
spiritual and hence, that sharing the basics of existence is a necessity; and, finally, the 
recognition that sin is the refusal to stay in our proper place. 27 

Ar the hem of such a theological anthropology would be an acceptance of our place 

in the cosmos, a sense of belonging, of ultimately k ing  at home with all the other beings on 

this earth. hnplicit in this is an ecological morality that sees us as needing to Live 

proportionately and harmoniously with the rest of life on this planet. Similarly there is an 

associated aesthetic and religious sensibility that celebrates the wonder and appreciation of 

26. Sally McFague, n e  Body of God: An Ecological7'heoiogy (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1993), 109. 



living within this unbelievably diverse, nch and vast cosmos. 

Flowing out of this, McFague offers a modified understanding of sin. as Living 

disproportionately, falsely, inappropriately within this world, refusing to accept Our 

limitations and responsibilities of our place. She subdivides sin into the three categories of 

iiving a lie in relation ro other humans, other animds and to Nature. In h a  view resolving 

injustice between humans, especially between the wealthy and poor nations, is the first 

pnority, and that ecological justice will flow from these rectified human relations. This form 

of sin is not central to her ecological theology and she refers to the important body of 

liberation theology that deals thoroughly with this subject 

In relation to other animals, we live a lie through the distortion that we have created 

in our perception of being fundamentdy different from thern. We have Îocused upon the 

human charac teristic of rationali ty and created an artificial watershed between ourselves and 

ail other animals. Who is to Say that rationality or cleverness is categotically more important 

than playfulness, bravery, patience or a willingness to share? Our sin is that we have lumped 

them into an infenor category, separating them from ourselves such that we have no intrinsic 

relationship with them, and blinding ourselves to their legitimate needs such that we may use 

them indiscriminately to satisfy Our own. McFague warns that in our effort to shed our 

isolationist history, that we must be careful so as to not over-react in the other direction by 

merging our sense of identity with hem: 

Speciesism is not just a prejudice against other animals that c m  be rectified by 
treating them like human beings; rather, it is the refusal to appreciate them in their 
differences, their differences from us and fiom each other that require, for instance, 
special and particular habitats, food, privacy, and whatever else each species needs to 
flourish. 28 



She suggests that undoing this lie would involve a retum to the appreciation, wonder 

and awe of Our animai relations, infonned by a scientific understanding of our planet and its 

life-fonns. She wrîtes: 

To know that we know places special burdens on us: it means - king designated as 
God's partners. On our planet we are the self-conscious aspect of the body of Go& 
the pan o i  rhe divine body able to work with God, the spirit who creates and redeems 
us, to bring about the liberation and heaîing of the earth and ail its c r ea t~ res .~~  

In closing McFague renims to her theme once more of how we are essentially 

different as a species and how that difference confers upon us the special responsibility of 

caring for nature. In her own words. "we are different in the cornmon creation picture, for 

we are the self-conscious ones that cm care for the others; and we are different in the mode1 

of the body of God as qualified by the cosrnic Christ, for we are caiied to be the liberating, 

healing, sharing self'onscious ones." 30 

Seen fiom an ecological perspective McFague's elaboration of a theological 

anthropology is both helpful and limiting. Her choice to begin with the cornmon creation 

story is a wise one, as it provides a solid basis for a theology that is widely understood and 

respected in our western world. It establishes an appropriate sense of context and our place 

within that enormous story. She identifies the essential theme of accepting our earth as home 

and our place within nature, as k i n g  at the core of any ecologically viable theology. She 

also has some wonderhl insights into what an ecological religiosity might value and 

28. Ibid., 121. 

29. Ibid., 124. 
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celebrate. But it is when she cornes to her elaboration of Our nature as a species and of the 

implied special relationship with God, that she slides sideways into anthropocentrism and 

away from a viable ecological theology. She nghtly notes that we do possess certain gifts as 

a species, which as far as we know are uniquely ours, but she then foliows the leap that 

Chnstianity and 'Viestem cuiture iias àeen making for cenruries, rhat these gifts somehow 

confer upon us a pnvileged relationship with God and over the rest of nature. Whereas 

during the Enlightenment our 'specialness' was due to Our powen of rationality, she now 

suggests it is because we are self-conscious. This is an assenion that is both seductive in itc 

familiarity and false in its legitimacy. Let us break this down into its two components: fustly 

that that we are 'self-conscious' and then that we are 'special'. One must be careful to 

differentiate potential from actual self-consciousness. We do have a considerable potentiai 

in this regard and from time to tirne one meets individuals who have realized much of this 

potential. But in my experience these people are the exception. The vast rnajority of people 

in western societies are not self-conscious in any healthy, integrated sense. As argued 

earlier, most of us exist to varying degrees in a state dissociated from our physicaV 

emotionallspiritual selves, from o u  families, comrnunities and from the world of Nature. 

We are self-conscious in the sense that we are self-absorbed with the superficial aspects of 

our existence, but this is clearly not a realization of this potentiality, of this gifi. 

Turning now to the claim that we are 'special', from at least the time of the earliest 

Greek writings this assertion has been made in one form or another in western culture. Our 

presumption of specialness, of entitlement over the fowl of the air, the fish of the sea and the 

beasts of the ground occupies a place deep within the heart of our world-view. it is so deeply 

rooted that we only become aware of it when its validity is challenged. The word special is 



comrnonly understood to mean particularly good or exceptional in character. Lf an individual 

is generdy recognized as special, it is because his or her peers have corne to that conclusion, 

not because an individual has self-anointed her or himself as such. Confemng specialness 

upon oneself is highly suspect. Yet Western Civilization has been doing this for thousands of 

years. If a 'iounîil of au i ~ e i n ~ s ' ~ '  ivem sodmed w u l d  they cvmè to a similar conclusion? 

Not likely. A desipt ion upon Our species of something dong the lines of 'very clever but 

exceedingly dangerous' would be more Likely. Given Our ecological track record we should 

retire the notion that we are 'specialT. A more reasonable claim is that like ail species we 

have a special gifi, which we have thus far only unevenly realized. Whether our giftedness is 

in the long mn beneficent or tragic remains to be seen. 

It is evident that in spite of her accommodations to ecological concems, McFague's 

theology remains nonetheless anthropocentric. Designating humanity as God's partnerT and 

'the part of the divine able to work with God' leaves no doubt as to the special status that 

humanity retains in McFagueTs ecological theology. In her view we are closer to God and 

thus have special responsibilities to care for Nature. This assumption is not compatible with 

the tenets of deep ecology or ecopsychology. 

Let us now tum to John Cobb Jr., another influentid Christian theologian who has 

made an important contribution to eco-theology. In his essay "Ecology, Science and 

Religion" he proposes a 'postmodem ecological worldview' as an alternative that could 

potentially integrate the postmodern scientific and theological perspective. He notes the 

3 1. See Pat Fleming and Joanna Macyys essay "The Council of AU Beings", 
Thinking Like A Mountain: Towards A Council of Al1 Beings, ed., John Seed, Joanna Macy, 
Pat Fleming, Arne Naess, (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1988). 



'radical departure of deep ecology from the western tradition; of its placing of value and 

sacredness upon the whole of the ecological system. In contrast, his postmodem ecological 

worldview, "instead of focusing initially on the whole, it attends pnrnarily to the individuals 

cornprising it" ''. Drawing upon 'Yhitehead, he emphasizes firstly the importance of the 

internai reiationship of units and individuais, that aii entities are consaniteci by their 

relationships with one another. therefore an entity is internally different because of its 

relationships. Secondly, e v e m n g  is both subject and object. Thirdly, "there is no self who 

is the subject of experience apart from the activity that is the experience in the human 

beingW!' In other words, identity is constituted moment by moment by the flow of 

experience. Working from these premises Cobb argues that every individual and activity has 

value in ternis of its contribution to the whole (in agreement with deep ecology), but also that 

each activity has unique value in and of itself. In his own words: 

The human species in overall perspective has very iittle value for other species in 
nature. The whole biosphere today would in fact be much healthier if evolution had 
not ied to the appearance of human beings. . . . But human experience has introduced 
into this planet dimensions of experience that are, as far as we know, impossible for 
other species. The qualities of enjoyment characteristic of human relationships and 
creativity have unique worth. . . . 34 

Cobb cornes to the conclusion that because our species possesses unique dimensions of 

32. John B. Cobb Jr. b 4 ~ ~ l ~ g y ,  Science, and Religion: Toward A Postmodem 
Worldview" in The Reenchantment of Science ed. David Ray Griffin (Albany :State 
University of New York Press, 1988) 107. 



experience, relationships and creativity that Our activity has special value compared to other 

species. He concludes this even while noting that, "the dominant human role continues to be 

that of mindless butchery and habitat destruction often for rninor short-term goals". 35 

Cobb's premises are consistent with post-modern science and Whiteheadian philosophy but 

his conclusions are not. If every individual and activity has inherent value, how is the 

relative vdue of different activities determined? One's own value cannot be reliably 

determined oniy by one's self, as this would be fundamentally arelational. In human 

community social value is determined by a complex interplay of social relationships. Why 

would the determination of value in an ecological community be any different? 

Furthemore, in a relational paradigm c m  inherent value, apart from relational context, be a 

legitimate pnmary category of vaiue? This would be a contradiction. He States that humanity 

has introduced unique categones of human expenence that are beyond the capacity of other 

species. What exactiy is this unique portfolio of expenence that we have contributed in this 

millennium? It is a mixed bag for sure. A shortlist of the West's notable contributions would 

include the following: the great Baroque and Classicai compositions, the deforestation of 

Europe and most of North Amenca, the writings of Shakespeare, the contamination of the 

world's fresh water supply with heavy metais, pesticides and hydro-carbon byproducts, the 

great philosophical and religious schools of thought, the enslavement of tens of millions of 

Afncans and the destruction of vimially a l l  Amerindian cultures, the invention of the intemal 

combustion engine and the computer and the annihilation of 5 million Jewish people and of 

thousands of species of life. These 'dimensions of experience' that we have contributed to 



this earth are unique, but their overall worthiness is debatable. 

Tuniing briefly in the direction of God, Cobb writes "she is constituted by Her 

relations to the activity and value of the world. The more value is attained in the world, the 

ncher is the divine life. Sirnilarly, the creature is constituted in part by its intemal relation to 

the Divine Eros. From Her, it receives the power of freedom as self-determination."? Yes, 

God is constituted by Her relations to the activity and value in the world, and if this is m e ,  

than this process moves in both directions. Just as God is augmented by beautiful becornings 

arising frorn Our freedom of choice, so is God diminished by the species and peoples that we 

extinguish. Extinguishment must cause a diminishment in overall value that in tum must 

impoverish the divine life. A considerable arnount of human activity actually reduces the 

vdue of this world, and Cobb appears to make no provision for this in his post-modem view. 

Cobb's efforts to apply Whitehead's pnnciples within an ecological worldview are 

helpful, but in the end he appears to resort to an assessrnent of human value that does not 

satisQ his cnteria. In a relational worldview, ecological or otherwise, value must be 

established in large measure within the context of relationship. Further, in an ecological 

view value must have something to do with the ecological pnnciples of divenity, 

interrelatedness, the parts and processes compnsing the whole, and the stability of the whole. 

It is not plausible to set aside or above one category of being as somehow exempt fiom these 

criteria. 

In conclusion, we have considered the contributions of two important Christian 

theologians towards the task of developing an ecolo@cal theology. Both contributions 



offer useful innovations and both appear to be limited by an essential anthropocentrism. 

Perhaps it could not be otherwise. As Christian theologians, their primary revelation of God 

is in human form. This cenaal feature of Christianity does present an obstacle to its 

formulation of a theology that is integrative and congruent with an ecologically centered 

worldview. This task calls for a transformation, a sea change, with respect to the primary 

revelation of the Divine presence. To be at home within Nature we need a theology that 

clairns ail of creabon as this primary revelation. To distinguish this theological view from 

the ecological theology of McFague and the postmodem ecological worldview of Cobb, it 

will be referred to in this paper as an ecocenaic theology. 

Where else dong this path that we are traveling might we look for an ecocenhc 

theology cornensurate with our needs? Three obvious possibilities corne io rind: 

aboriginal faith traditions, the Wicca tradition and Buddhism. An exploration of these is 

beyond the scope of this paper and rny own competency. However 1 do wish to acknowledge 

that each of these have influenced my informal theological formation and would provide 

fruidul grounds for a future exploration. Chapter Three wiil advance a synthesis of the 

ecocentnc influences we have just sweyed, culminating in the proposal of an ecocenmc 

theology . 



BEWG AT HOME WITHIN NATURE 

Standing as a Tree 

R%eo 1 stand h m  as a tree 
rooted in the depths of a stony sea 
1 feel the weight of the earth 
pressing me mto the billowing blue. 
Into its during anire embrace 
drawing forth my greenhg bougbs, 
my widening rings of heart, 
when I stand here as a tree, 1 

As a child I lived in the shade of a great oak tree. Its vast canopy cast an enormous 

shadow upon our yard, enveloping what was a whole world for a young boy. Even during 

the hottest, most humid afternoon 1 would find cornfort and enchantnient beneath that tree. 

Its massive kgerlike roots, fannmg out and disappearing deep within the earth, created a 

wondefi landscape of discovery and imagination. They f o d  the landscape for the 

charactm of my stories. The tnink's converging and diverging rivulets of bark created a 

comgated world that was a match for any child's imagination. Its acoms done captivated 

me for hours. The polished body and colour of the nut was a marvel to me. Mostly srnoth 

and roded, the sharp tip created a pleasurable nip of pain d e n  squeezed between my 

&ers. And the nu. was in such extravagant contrast to the intncate roughness of its hat-like 

cap. The cap once removed revealed an h e r  surface that was exquisite@ smooth to the 

1. John Walker, '%Standmg As A Tree", unpubiished, 1989, Edmonton, Alber*L 
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probing touch of a small fingertip. And when 1 tired of removing and replacing the hats, 

they became the best of boats to chase down the racing rivulets. Who could have compressed 

so much beauty and possibility into such a tiny marvel? 

Playing there amongst its gnarled roots, that tree provided me with the physical and 

imaginative space for my - to use Winnicott's phrase - 'going on being'. I piayed upon the 

lap and between the legs of that tree. Over the years it held the center of my outdoor world, 

of my favorite early memories. It was from that tree's outstretched bough that my father 

hung the swing, upon which my sisters and 1 would rush upwards, almost touching the 

leaves. It was from that tree that my father would suspend the jack-O-lantem that would hang 

eerily in that spirited, black Nght. It was amongst the roots of that tree that 1 fust witnessed 

death, as my father chased down and bludgeoned a groundhog that he feared was rabid. And 

it was beneath that tree that my hand split open beneath the wheels of my wagon, and that 1 

fust saw my blood and crîed more for the revelation than for the pain. 

Now as an adult when 1 consider returning to visit my childhood home, I wonder 

about retracing that once familiar path to my childhood school, of enquiring as to if any of 

the families are still in the neighborhood and of asking permission to see inside the house. 

But more important than any of that would be resting my eyes and palms upon the oak tree. 

Regardess of what else might have changed, if that tree remained, 1 would be happy. Simply 

put, 1 came to love that oak tree. 

When o u .  family moved away, it would be another thirty years before 1 would corne 

to love my home environs again. In between, my affections for the out-of- doors settled upon 

wilderness. From the rockbound lakes of Ontario to the northem boreal forests, to the 

parkland and cordillera of Alberta: these became the places of my affection. As much as 



possible, 1 immened myself in these places of nature, explonng and becoming familiar with 

their intimate lives. As when a child, my fidelity was returned with wonderfui and 

momentary revelations of rare beauty and joy. 

With the birth of my children and the prionty 1 gave to their care, my love of nature 

came to rest once more upon my inmediate environs. It became manifest and expressed 

through gardening generally, and the cultivation of garlic specifically. 1 gathered dozens of 

varieties and watched them carefully through both their growing and dormant seasons to 

discover their various personalities. Filling notebooks with ten years of observations 1 came 

to understand some of the intricacies of how this plant grows. reproduces and dies. 1 learned 

for exarnple that the Rocambole, Porcelain and Purple Stripe varieties are best planted in 

mid-September under a mulch of deciduous tree leaves and that the Silverskin and Alberta 

Rose varieties cm only be planted in early spring when the top few inches of soi1 is thawed. 1 

know that aU the fall planted varieties will grow a flower stalk (spathe) in June and that if 1 

remove this when it emerges, that a l l  varieties except one, will respond with a larger bulb. 1 

have also learned how the yellowing of the garlic leaves in rnid- to Iate-surnmer tells me the 

optimal t h e  to iift the different varieties of bulbs. 

Following the iife cycle of the garlic in this way for a number of years has created 

within me an aminement to its patterns of existence. In late winter as the snow is melting off 

my garden plots, 1 becorne increasinqly excited anticipating the emergence of the garlic's 

fmt shoots. As their emergent green tips fom lines across the black soil, 1 rejoice with their 

return fiom the dormancy of winter. Garlic is the earliest of plants to emerge from the cold 

soil, and my heart is U e d  with happiness as 1 watch it stretch forth from the ground in late 

April. 1 visit my plots daily, cultivating and watching carefully to ensure the plants have 



optimal arnounts of rnoisture, compost and rnanure. Afier removal of the spathes, 1 am 

especially preoccupied with the garlic's daily progress, monitoring the yellowing of leaves in 

order to harvest at the optimal time. The month of harvesting is a fevenshly exciting time 

when the cumulative result of the cornbined influences of garlic, weather and myself is 

exposea to the iight of gay. Once harvasted and hung Tor curing, the gariic must bz sortcd 

and rnonitored, the gardens dug and prepared for fa11 planting, and the best bulbs selected for 

replanting and then at the correct time 'cracked' and broken apart into cloves. 1 replant the 

gardens on hands and knees, depositing each clove individually into the soil. This handling 

of each clove and secreting it into the fertile soil is the most intimate and pleasurable of 

rituais. My nose is full of the fragrance of rich soil as I wish each clove well as it settles in, 

semng its roots before winter arrives. 1 am both saasfied and saddened as 1 finish this work 

and rnust retreat indoors as the garlic enters its long sleep in the frozen earth. 

In this fashion, through my attunement to the life of garlic, my preoccupation with the 

vagaries of its existence, 1 have found another point of entry into the life of Nature. The fact 

that the subject of my aminement now takes the form of garlic and at one time was an oak 

tree is important personally but it could have taken any of another thousand forms. M a t  is 

important is that 1 had and have a sustained and attentive attachment to an ernbodied spect 

of the natural world. These particular attachments have provided me with the pleasure, 

fascination, joy and meaning of seeing into the beauty and profundity of the nanird world. 

These attachments, whether they are through caring for a horse, cat or dog, gardening or 

wildemess hiking, are the entry points and the basis for a generalized attachent and love of 

Nature. In my personal and professional experience 1 have noticed that early positive 

childhood experiences in Nature are important in developing this attachment. 



The lives of the authors Henry David Thoreau, Rachel Carson, Mary Oliver and Gary 

Snyder are al1 illustrative of how a person cornes to care deeply about the world of Nature. 

These people did not acquire a love of Nature by just thinking, reading or writing about it. 

They did so primarily by living much of their lives within Nature, and by concentrating and 

meàitating cieepiy anci sensuaiiy upon it. By 'sensuai' rneàirauon i mean a iocuse~ sensory 

alertness upon the moment-by-moment unfolding of Nature. This heightened receptivity is 

the unconscious practice of many who enter into Nature, whether to bird-watch, photopph. 

paint, w a k  their dog or paddle their came. Regardless of the point of entry one chooses, 

what is important is that one pauses to open themselves to the extemal sensations of the 

present moment. If we are able to do this, Nature will almost surely begin to seduce us with 

its embodied riches. Mary Oliver. who knows well this seduction, writes: 

The dream of my life 
is to lie down by a slow river 
and stare at the light in the trees - 
to learn something by k i n g  nothing 
a little while but the rich 
lens of attention. 2 

This path towards a physical reunion with Nature sounds simple, and in fact is for a fortunate 

few. But for most of us, finding and staying with this path will not be easy. There are many 

obstacles to doing so. some within and some without. Let us begin with sorne of those that 

cm be classified as psychological barriers. 

Our need to relate to the world around us is a given, part and parcel of the fabnc of 

which we are made. How we express and manifest our need to be in relationship is largeiy a 

2. Mary Oliver, " Entering the Kingdom", New and Se lected, 190. 



function of how we have learned to employ it. We establish the foundation of our relational 

patterns at an early age through our earliest attachments to pnmary caregivers. It is in those 

frst several years that we establish the templates that will guide us in the development of all 

future relationships. 

Tne relationai ahospherç: of hosa Tusi severai years estabiishes the trajectory for not 

just future adult relationships with friends, partnerfspouse and children, but also with self and 

Nature. If the child's primary experience of these earliest relationships is empathic 

attunement to its own needs, numirance, safety and roorn to grow, than the child's relational 

potential will be nourished and the child's m e  self will take shape. The child WU have 

every reason to know that they exist within a supporting web of relationships. As they grow 

into later childhood and adolescence and their scope of concem widens to include others, and 

their capacities for empathy and self-awareness blossom they will experience and know that 

they are increasingly part of a CO-creative web of relationships. The growing child will tend 

to generalize from their experience, developing a worldview that presumes interconnected- 

ness and CO-creativity. This will inform their emergent cosmology and spirituality. The 

possibilities for developmental delays and failures dong this trajectory of relational 

maturation are too numerous to note. Sufice it to Say that if false self development becomes 

entrenched, then the trajectory of relationai maturation is skewed in the direction of pseudo 

self-reliance and independence as a defence against the pain of the failed foundational 

relationship. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the formation of the true self is complicated for male 

children by the tendency of fathers to be under-involved in their numirance. It is difncult for 

male children to believe that they, in their maleness, are precious and that they exist within a 



matrix of interdependent relationships if their father is remote and unexpressive in his caring. 

One of the dangers for children generally and male children particularly is a failure to grasp 

the inter-subjective potential of relationships. This refers to the fact that we are shaped, 

constituted in part by the quality of our relationships. If male children grow in the care of 

empathie, dfectionate care-givers (maie anci femaiej, han their potentiai to feei ernpathy for 

themselves and the other will be nurtured and stimulated. If this is not their iived experience 

than it will not be their felt experience. If their lived experience is that they are separate from 

those with whom they need to feel related, then instead of being positively related, they will 

tend to experience the other and themselves as separate entities. Without the dimension of 

caring that would othenvise connect them. there will be a tendency to expenence the other 

and the self as without feeling. Without feeling there cannot be empathy. and without 

empathy we become things, objects. This failure to achieve relational inter-subjec tivity 

arnounts to a degradation of the self and other, from subjects to objects. This degradation 

occurs at an unconscious level and is genenlized across the spectnirn of relationships. The 

objectification of others is founded upon a failure to empathize with the other's felt existence 

and this is only possible if one is not in touch with or has dissociated from one's own 

feelings. Thus the objectification is of the other and the self. Similarly the objectification of 

the nanual world proceeds hand in hand with the alienation fiom one's own true self. 

Thus 1 would extend or add a Linkage to Ralph Metzer's view, as discussed in the 

preceding chapter, of our being dissociated from our 'ecological substratum'. Our singular 

form of dissociation from Nature is an outward expression of the same phenornenon that is 

manifest in our dissociation from our true selves and fiom one another. These tendencies are 

mutually self-reinforcing in that they tend to invoke and extend one another. Conversely, any 



effort to cultivate greater association, greater inter-subjectivity, must ultimately address both 

the inward and outward patterns of dissociation. Thus the deeper or meta-process at work 

here is a separation or dissociation from relational existence generally, which includes our 

selves, our friends and relations, o u  human comrnunity and the world of Nature. 

We have becn exploring how cieveioprnentai patterns influence the formation of a 

person's relational template and how this in tum shapes the s p e c t m  of relational 

functioning. In this discussion particular ernphasis has been given to the theme of relational 

dissociation, suggesting factors that may contribute to it, and its effect upon the range of 

relationships. This pattern of relational dissociation is not genenlly considered problemahc 

in our culture; in fact this tendency is normative. Examples of this tendency are 

cornmonplace, for example: not responding compassionately to a Street person, choosing to 

spend one's evenings in isolating activities like watching television or surfhg the intemet 

rather than relating intentionally with farnily and neighbors, going to the gym to workout on 

a machine rather than walking in one's cornrnunity or digging one's garden. These are al1 

cornmonplace choices we make that weaken our relational associations. With our tendency to 

dissociate relationally in min& we will now proceed to explore other psychological bamers 

to our associating more closely with Nature. 

A recent Angus Reid poli published in nie Globe and Mail -'surveyed Canadians as 

to which issues they beiieved their leaders should be giving their greatest attention. The 

largest number of respondents (fifty-five per cent) indicated that health care was their 

3. Marcus Gee, "Health care is No. 1 concem: p o p ,  The Globe and Mail, 7 February, 
2 m , 5  (A). 



greatest concern. Trailing far behind near the bottom of the list one finds the issue of the 

'environment/pollution' receiving five per cent of responses. This disparity in concem is 

interesting in that there is evidentiy not a general appreciation of the fact that we cannot 

maintain Our long-term health within a degraded, polluted environment. Why is there such a 

iack of concern about the state of the 'environment'? Ir àoes not appear to be for iack of 

factual information. Scarcely a week goes by without there being another news story about 

global warming, depletion of the ozone layer, the addition of species to endangeredl 

extinction lists or another massive oil spill. Perhaps it is for lack of conscious feeling (in 

contrast to dissociated feeling) that we are not more concerned. 

Joanna Macy, a Buddhist and deep ecologist suggests in her book Coming Buck to 

Life, a number of psychological and cultural reasons why we are repressing our feelings 

about the state of the world. She suggests that our apathy is essentidly a means of coping 

with the massive pain that we would feel if we associated fully with Nature. Apathy is an apt 

description, for its Greek derivation means to be withmt feeling or suffering. She notes that 

the pain inherent in ecological awareness is categorically different from the pain that we are 

more farniliar with and perhaps better equipped to deal with, that of facnial data about the 

state of the world, but dso through every transaction of matter and energy. The danger is 

that we tend to try to cope with this pain in a fashion undifferentiated from our personal pain, 

that is more or less on our own, and that when that fails we are inclined to repress it. 

We also repress our ecological pain because o u  culture teaches us to fear and avoid 

pain. Most of us will go to great lengths to not feel pain, most commonly with the use of 

dmgs. Our fear of pain preoccupies us with the immediate sensation and we iose sight of the 



chronic pain that our short-term solutions may be creating. We fear being swaiiowed up by 

the enormity of the ecologicai pain that WendeU Berry describes: 

It is the destruction of the world 
in our own lives that drives us 
half insane, and more than half. 
To destroy that which we were given 
in trust: how will we bear it? 
It is our own bodies that we give 
to be broken, our bodies 
existing before and after us 
in clod and cloud, worm and tree, 
that we, driving or dnven, despise 
in our greed to live, our haste 
to die. To have lost, wantonly, 
the ancient forests, the vast grasslands 
is our madness, the presence 
in our bodies of our grief. 

We are afraid that if we allow ounelves to feel this pain, we will sink into an existential loss 

of meaning, a tar pond from which we will be unable to extract ourselves. We have invested 

Our faith so fuUy in the mechanistic, materialist world-view, in the myth of progress, in a 

God who will take care of us, in the Holy Grail of consumption and accumulation, that 

feeling this pain nsks an existential crisis, a ioss of faith, of meaning in that which we have 

invested Our lives. If we let go of our present beiiefs, will we find anything else worthy of 

ou faith? Will we sink into despair? If we feel this will we become paralyzed or worse? 

We are afraid of our pain because we do not want to feel guilty, we do not want to 

feel responsible or accountable. As Macy notes "it is hard to participate in social and 

economic iife without feeding, clothing, and transporting ourselves at the expense of the 

4. Wendell Berry, A Timbered Choir (Washington: Counterpoint, 1 W8), 98. 



natural world and other people's well-being"? Simply by virtue of being a citizen of the 

West we feel implicated in the mess that our culture is making of Nature. To know 

accountability is to feel guilt, regret, sadness. These feelings rnust be dealt with. We c m  

repress them and become depressed or we c m  make meaningful changes in how we Live Our 

Me in relation to Nanue. To choose somediing else is to let go or what is farniliar, known 

and culturaily sanctioned. Change is uncornfortable and sometimes hightening. 

We are afraid of acknowledging our pain for fear of appearing irrational and unduly 

emotional. In a culture that worships the logical efficiencies of the computer, putthg faith in 

one's ecological feelings is cult~wdly speaking 'crazy'. In recent decades it has become 

sornewhat more acceptable to acknowledge one's feelings, but even then, only as long as 

they are circumscribed by personal concems. Feelings conceming society and ecology are 

only beginning to enter the public discoune. People who have taken an impassioned public 

stand on ecological issues have tended to be discounted as 'tree huggers'. 

Finaily we are afraid of our own pain because we are afraid of our potential 

authority within community. At first glance this may appea. improbable, but we Live in a 

culture founded upon cenaalized systems of authority: the family, the classroom, the church, 

the corporation, and the government. We are taught and believe that it is our role to foUow 

the leadership of the chosen few, to not trust our own leadership. We do not believe in our 

own powers of authonty. Speaking up - especially when it challenges sanctioned authority - 

is discouraged. Thus most people are afraid of discovenng and expressing their personal 

5. Joanna Macy, Coming Buck To Life: Pmctices to Reconnect Our Lives, Our World 
(Gabriola Island: New Society Publishers, 1998), 29. 



authority within human and ecologicai community. Most people would prefer to conform, 

get by and 'don't worry, be happy'. 

This leads n e  to the last psychological issue of note that obstructs our relationship 

with Nature. It pertains to that basic tnith, from the awareness of which we have dissociated 

ouxseives: our uitimate dependence upon iriature for h e  gift of iife. s u t  the gift of iife is 

shadowed by its coroUary: death. Nature is the source of our life and thereby also our death. 

In the West we have conventionally undentood these to stand in opposition to one another. 

But as Buddhism. aboriginal spiritualities and certain minority views within the Judeo- 

Christian traditions have long acknowledged, these are inseparable and necessary aspects of 

the same whole. The gift of consciousness includes the burden of Our awareness that one day 

we will die. The written record documents Our age-old fear of death, and because Nature has 

provides the means of our doing so, deep within our psyche is a primd fear of Nature. 

Through the ages and across cultures our species has tried to corne to terms with this core 

fear. We have tried supplication, obedience and defiance with our Gods and Nature. Our 

current strategy is to gain freedom through mastery of Nature. Our fear in combination with a 

growing illusion of mastery in our tirne has spawned. or perhaps released, an antipathy, and 

in some instances an enmity towards Nature. It is this combination of feelings that is driving 

our most ecologically destructive behaviour. Irving Yalom, the existential psychotherapist 

describes our concem with death in the following manner: 

The terror of death is ubiquitous and of such magnitude that a considerable portion of 
one's life energy is consumed in the denial of death. Death transcendence is a major 
motif in human experience - from the most deeply personal intemal phenomena, our 
defenses, our motivations, our dreams, Our nightmares, to the most public macre 
societal structures, our monuments, theologies, ideologies, slumber cerneteries, 
embalmings, our stretch into space, indeed our entire way of life - our filking t he ,  



Our addiction to diversions, our unfaltering belief in the myth of progress, Our drive to 
"get ahead," our yeaming for lasting fame. 

Every smtegy we employ that skirts around this core existential reahty. that we are 

dependent upon Nature in life and death, will ultimately fail. For no matter how clever or 

imaginative we are we cannot transcend the universal condition of the continuous change of 

dl energy and matter. We m u t  collectively and openly address our fear and non-acceptance 

of death, Our deeply ambivalent feelings towards Nature. This is an undertaking worthy of 

this millennium. If we do not work through and intentionally integrate our fear of Nature, 

how can we ever possibly feel at home within it? How c m  we ever care about that which we 

fear, that which we mistake to be our enemy? Our challenge and opportunity is to corne to 

terms with this as potentially self-conscious beings. We can continue to Live in fear of and 

neurosis about the terms of our existence, or we can accept them and grow into cultural 

adulthood. Our future depends on our choice. 

The Way Home 

Finding our way home to where we live intentionally with the conviction that we 

belong within Nature requires a cosmology that cm accommodate both the scientific and 

religious vision. It is tirne for these two channels of the one river that separated centuries 

ago, to rejoin and fiow as one. The ecological cosmologies proposed by Bnan Swimrne, 

Thomas Berry, and many others facilitate this confluence. The discovery in our century that 

we do not live in a static, Newtonian universe but in an expanding, growing, everchanging 

cosmos, has reintmduced awe, mystery and ultimately re-enchantment back into science. The 

6. Inin D. Yalom, Erisrential Psychotherapy (New York: Basic Books, 1980), 4 1. 



cosmos is in fact far more exciting than a monotonous machine. The deeper into its 

mysteries we peer, the more we are surprised by its wonder, beauty and elegance. This new 

view of the cosmos, which is growing within post-modern organismic science, is in fact a 

revelation of universal proportions. It has the scope and power to draw al l  peoples into its 

foici, not ro create a homogenous confoxmity, but as a uniying story nuanced by the range of 

cultures, east and West, north and south. Swirnrne reminds us that we have aiways needed 

stories to make sense of the world and our place in it. He calls the new cosmology the 

'cosmic creation story' to signify its potential to become the central story of d l  cultures and 

suggests that we are still at the earliest stages of its emergence. He writes: 

1 suggest that when the artists of the cosrnic story anive, our mono-industrial assault 
and suicide will end and the new beginnings of the Earth will be at hand. Our 
situation is similar to that of the early Christians. They had nothing - nothing but a 
profound revelatory experience. They did nothing - nothing but wander about telling 
a new story. And yet the Western world entered a transformation from which it has 
never recovered. ' 

Swimme compares the contemporary revelation of science with the greatest religious 

revelations of the past, and is optirnistic that this new story has the power to ignite a culniral 

transformation that wiU undercut nationalism, anthropocentrism and greed and sweep us up 

into the great adventure of the cosmos. Though I am not so sanguine as Swimme about the 

inevitability of this transformation, 1 heartily agree that this is the cosmology that can unite 

science and religion and can lead us to our righdul place within Nature. As Swimme notes, 

this story is only beginning to be told and there will be much elaboration yet to corne. But 

7. Brian Swimme, "The Cosmic Creation Story", The Reenchantment of Science, ed. 
David Ray Griffin, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), 53. 



we have enough of a picnire to be able to move on to sketch in the philosophy, psychoiogy 

and theology of our reunion with Nature. 

We are part of this fifteen billion year unfolding of the Universe. This unfolding is 

characterized by the continuous infolding and unfolding of energy and matter within a 

unifying ma&. EveryViing is b<h matter and energy and noihing is the same irom one 

instant to another. According to Whitehead, everything is becoming and can be seen as an 

event that changes from moment to moment, rather than as a fixed entity through time. AU 

becomings respond to other becomings in their surroundings. Oxygen and hydt-ogpn atoms 

respond to one another by rearranging themselves and fonning water. The earth and the 

moon are in continual response to one another's gravitational fields. The Cedar waxwings 

that overwinter in rny neighborhood and the Merlins that prey upon them, respond to one 

another in a complex predatorlprey relationship. There is a continuum of responsiveness 

from the apparently simple to the exceedingly complex. At the more complex end of the 

continuum there appears to be more opportunity for novelty of responses. This is most 

obvious to us with respect to birds and mamrnals. Even the simplest of entitieslevents are not 

completely predictable in its responses, and therefore there is an element of choice shared by 

ai l  becomings. 

Because everythng is responsive, everytiung possesses the experience of its 

irnmediate environment. Again there is a wide range of kinds of expenence. Whitehead's 

formulation is helpfûl here: that all entitieslevents share a primary perception called 

prehension and that others possess the more complex sensory perceptions of the sensory 

organs. 



Given that the cosmos is composed of related transitory becomings that share a range 

of choice and experience, the old fixed categories of objects and subjects are no longer 

useful. Whitehead suggests that the distinction can only be made temporally, that as 

occasions of experience move through stages of becoming they are sequentiaily both subjects 

and objecrs. Tne occasion of experience is a subject during its bnef experience of becoming, 

which is comprised of receiving influences from past occasions of experience and a partially 

self-creative stage of choosing arnongst possible responses. When this process is complete it 

becomes an object, though its creative role conunues as it exerts influence on the becoming 

of other occasions of expenence. 

Whitehead's philosophy provides us with a general understanding of the cosmos as a 

processive whole organized across a spacehime continuum. Al1 entities are compnsed of 

both the influences of other entities. past and present, and by their own self -creative 

capacities. Though these capacities do differ according to the complexity of the entity, what 

is emphasized are the essential similarities that characterize al l  entities. This is in keeping 

with the cosmic creation story that has emerged since Whitehead's work. This philosophical 

view provides us with three valuable aids. It is cosmo-cennic. Its emphasis upon the unity 

of the whole provides us with a healthy sense of our place in the big picnire. It is the antidote 

to the ultimate bigotry fiom which we suffer, cailed anthropocennism. Secondly it dissolves 

the old artificial categories of subjects and objects, replacing this black and white dualism 

with a broad spectrurn of gradations that recognizes the transitory nature of objects and 

subjecis. We are thereby confronted with our essential relatedness and similarity to not just 

our own species, or just mamrnals, or just 'living creatures' but al l  of Creation. Finally, it 

emphasizes the processive becomingness of everything that is. It provides us with the 



pinprick that will deflate the illusory balloons of mastery over Nature and the self-reliant 

individual. Mastery, self-reliance and fixed individuality do not exist except in Our anempts 

to avoid the true nature of our existence. 

What are the implications of carrying Whitehead's philosophy outward into our 

cuiturd woriciview 7 We are transitory beings CO-consuniteci by inter-subjective reiations 

within a matrix of becoming. In this world the becoming, the relationship and the whole are 

al1 important. These conditions of existence require of us an ethic that is rnindful and 

compassionate of ail beings that comprise creation. It requkes that we leave behind our old 

certainties about hierarchy, privilege and power. The old and more recent entitlements 

endowed by structures of anthropocentrisrn, androcentrism. racism, ageism (both up and 

down the lifespan). the North/South divide and corporatism are al1 obsolete in rhis 

processive/relational view. Sorne of these hierarchies are dissipating while others are on the 

ascendancy. There are important efforts undenvay to replace each of these hierarchies with 

processive/relational alternatives. It is important that the alternative movements on each of 

these fronts constmctively engage with one another in recognition of the more fundamental 

and common cause that they share. The social justice, feminist, Liberationist and deep 

ecology movements ail have essential contributions to make towards this common cause. 

Deep ecology has a valuable contribution to make to the larger project in the most difficult 

shift of all, the replacing of anthropocennism with an ecacentric worldview. The eco-centric 

view chailenges the most deeply held precept of all: that humans are more important than 

anything else. This assumption of pnvilege resides at the hem of the aforementioned 

hierarchies, and thus any chailenge to it will meet with formidable resistance from them. 

Deep ecology's ecocenaic emphasis also provokes a milder form of resistance boom within 



the associated alternative movements. as it is often misunderstood as being anti-human. It is 

very important that this point of tension not result in a fragmentation of the broader 

movement towards a relational/ processive world. The challenge for deep ecology here is to 

ground its ecocentric worldview in a spiritual vision that is compassionate of a l l  beings, 

which of course includes humans. Taking rhis next step would be ennreiy consistent wirh its 

philosophy, however it will not be easy for deep ecologists to deepen their compassion for 

their own species, given their aminement to the temble damage we are exacting upon Nature. 

It is easier for deep ecologists to use their righdkl anger and grief to attack, admonish and 

chastise humanity. But if deep ecology is to become more influentid, if it is to gain the 

support of the other alternative movements and evennially the larger population, it is 

essentiai that it widen its circle of compassion to include humans. It must l e m  how to use 

its passion empathically . 

Who are we as creatures within this cosmic creation story? As a recognizable species 

we are the most recent of arrivals to this fifteen billion year old story. We cannot begin to 

imagine how long it has taken to grow our planet to the point where we could live and 

flourish upon it. And yet in a Whiteheadian sense 'we' have dways been here. We are 

shaped out of the dust of ancient lava fields, the mud of Paleolithic swarnps, the flesh of 

dinosaurs, the breath of the once vast herds of Prairie bison and the leaves of the magnificent 

forests ha t  once covered half of this continent. We are made from all of these and much 

more. In our capacity for abstraction - for dissociation - we have forgotten al l  this, and yet 

that prehension resides in the very atoms of which we are constituted. We of European 

ancestry have built a civilization upon the forgetting of our relations, turning ou.  backs on 



those whose countless Lives and deaths make Our life possible. In our clevemess we have 

misplaced this rnost important of truths. 

We are intimately related materially and energetically to this world. Like a i l  of ou 

relations, we have arisen out of the energyhatter matrix and in time wiU return back to it. 

As such our existence here as a species and as individuals is a transitory gift. Our particular 

gift, to the best of our knowledge, is not repeated anywhere within our neighborhood of the 

universe. Thus an appropriate beginning for an ecocentric religiosity is, as noted by 

McFague, an attitude of gratitude. Simply being is sufficient grounds for a Lifetime of 

gratitude, but we have so much more for which to be grateful. The various gifts with which 

we are endowed, in terms of both sensory perception and Our various capacities for self- 

expression are wonders in and of themselves. And there is so much sensory and functional 

beauty in this world to enjoy! There is not, if one's senses are opened, one fragment of 

creation that upon contemplation, does not inspire wonder and gratitude. The liilîputian 

worlds of rnosses and lichens have enchanted more than one botanist for a lifetime. The 

beauty of this world, of Our home is of tremendous, and regrettably neglected, religious 

importance. Why is the natural world so beautiful? The reasons are rnany and cornpiex, but 

from a human perspective it is in part so that we will be allured to it, so we wiU find joy and 

meaning here and that we will love and care for our home and our relations. 

The way to cultivate Our affiliation, our affection for the world of Nature is through 

o u  sensory capacities. We are endowed with the capacity for prehension and numerous 

sensate means of apprehension. It is interesting to note that our sensory organs are not as 

acute as our closest mammalian relatives, and perhaps this partly explains our recent 

dissociahve drift away from the sensate world, but they are sensitive enough for us to find 



much joy in the sensual beauty of this world. Thus a practice of ecocentric religiosity is best 

founded upon a sensual contemplation of Nature. This is the way into a filial relationship 

with Nature. We live in the midst of beauty and we are endowtd with the means to 

appreciate it. There is no beaer way for us to experience Our place within this embodied 

world. 

Our ability to choose between altemate futures has al1 too often been confused with 

intelligence, freedom and consciousness. It is none of these. It is simply the ability in the 

short-term to stretch the limits of what is possible. It is not an inherently good or bad talent. 

It al1 depends on how we use it. Our recent behaviour has amply demonstrated its downside. 

As a species we are presently behaving like a child or immature adolescent who has tasted 

their growing powers and is exercising it in a self-absorbed and reckless fashion, unrestrained 

by the empathic awareness of others which compassion bnngs. We have yet to l e m  the 

importance of restraint: that not every impulse should be acted upon? There is much that our 

rational powers enable us to do, but which we would happily decline to pursue if our 

potential for compassion was appropriately developed. The invention of the atomic bomb in 

the last century and recent fcrays into the genetic engineering of Sfe are two such examples. 

Anthropoceneic formulations, religious and secular, have assumed that we are closer to God 

or Godliness because of our particula. talent. Viewed eco-centrically this assumption is 

indefensible. No other species has used its gifts to turn upon its habitat and relations and 

8. See Roger Shattuck's Forbidden Knowledge for a wide ranging exploration of this 
question. 



systematically destroy them. If the proposition that we are closer to God were me,  it would 

be fightening indeed, for what then would Our ecopathic (a person suffenng from abnonnal 

or violent ecological behaviour) behaviour Say about the nature of God? 

Our over-developed rationality and under-developed compassion is the parentage of 

our abiii~y to cause unnecessary suffering. Simply because we can build 'Sea-doos' capable 

of traveling at speeds of one hundred kilometers per hour does not therefore mean that it is a 

good idea. Viewed ecologically, the exhilaration of the individual dnving the machine does 

not justify the terrorizing of an aquatic ecosystem. The manufacture, sale and use of these 

devices is wrong because these machines trample upon the greater need of the ecologicai 

community (which includes hurnans) to go on becoming. It is not that it is a l l  peace and love 

within the ecological community, for predation and death are intrinsic to the system. 

However, when there is violence it serves the need of the larger system in that it is the means 

by which the cycling of energy and matter occurs between 'the occasions of expenence'. 

The violence of the Sea-doo serves no larger purpose. It causes suffering to the birds, fish, 

amphibians, mammals and plants, and contaminates the air and water. 

We are in rnost respects similar to every other Life form on this planet, for our genetic 

hentage is very similar to al1 other animals. And like al1 other beings we are endowed with 

certain gifts. Whereas the honeybee is endowed with the capacity to convert nectar into 

honey. and the photosynthesizing plants converting light and carbon dioxide into oxygen and 

cellulose, we have been endowed with two inter-related gifts. These are first, a nervous 

system capable of converting sensate experience into abstract thought; and secondly, of 

cultivating compassion for the circle of ail beings. These two capacities have provided us 

with an unparalleled ability to choose from a range of possible funires. With notable 



exceptions. we of the West have chosen to emphasize the development of one half of our 

gifi: Our capacity for abstract thought and behaviour. Our pursuit of this lopsided emphasis 

has led us into our present crisis of dissociated existence. We are dissociated from Our m e  

selves, from Nature and from God because we have neglected the development of half of our 

gift, that being our potenaal for intentional compassion. When not paired with compassion, 

Our rational powers impair our awareness of our essential relatedness to existence and we 

thereby become a danger to the rest of creation and ourselves. The restoration of equilibnurn 

within and without rests upon our achieving a balance in emphasis between our two gifts of 

rationality and compassion. 

Achieving this balance results in the formation of compassionate intelligence. This 

distinctive quality is evident in the loving, intelligent parent and in the great spirinial role 

models celebrated by the world's religions. These people stand as evidence of o u  potential 

as a species, and give a hint of Our potential contribution to creation. It is difficult to imagine 

in any detail what our contribution would be, mired as we are in Our present tragedy. Some 

authors have suggested that our role would be as beneficent parents, responsible for the rest 

of creation. But ihis would be a continuation of the old mistaken assumption that we 

somehow know better then fifteen billion years of creation. We will never gain but a tiny 

fraction of the knowledge and experience manifest in Creation and to think othenvise is 

foolish and dangerous. We are responsible only for our own behaviour, to see that we do not 

unduly h m  others, but rather that we live compassionately with all our relations. This is a 

great and important responsibility, for to have the capacity to interfere in and manipulate 

Creation and yet not do so, but instead honour and celebrate Creation, will require the fidl 

realization of our latent wisdom and compassion. 



What does 'sin' mean within an ecocentric theology? McFague offers the following 

general rendering of sin: " acting in ways contrary to reality, contrary to the proper, right 

relations arnong the beings and entities that constitute realityt9? Ecocentrically, sin is acting 

in ways that violates the inter-related, munially constitutive, processive and transitory nature 

of the cosmos. The ecocentric view informed by compassion would add to this definition, 

that sin is the creation of unjustifiable, additional suffenng. The emphasis upon compassion 

and suffering here is very important. The difficulty with the language of sin and redemption 

is that it is essentidy dudistic. Issues related to suffenng and compassion are too complex 

to be well served by these black and white boxes. For exarnple, much suffering is caused by 

the absence of appropriate compassion but by no means dl. We live in a world that is a 

complex cycle of beings successively becoming one another. This causes suffering when for 

exarnple a pack of timber wolves run down a whitetail deer and kill it, but it is not sinful. The 

wolves are doing what they must to become their own occasions of experience, just as the 

insects are that will one day consume the bodies of the wolves. On the other hand some 

human behaviour causes suffenng to ourselves and our relations which serves no life-giving 

purpose, such as slavery and racism or the use of vast driftnets that suffocate indiscriminately 

every fish, marnrnal and bird that becomes entangled in them. The simple categories of sin 

and redemption cannot handle these complexities. The second difficulty with the language of 

sin is that it tends to emphasis the judgrnent and even punishment of the responsible party 

9. Sallie McFague, The Body of God: An Ecological Theology (Mi~eapolis:  Fomess 
Press, 1993), 1 14. 



rather then the creation of a more compassionate relationship, which will in time reduce 

suffenng. Finaily, sin is conventionally associated with individual needs, concerns and rights, 

an undue emphasis in an ecocentric theology. This sidredemption mode1 dso informs Our 

secular judicial and penal system, a system that metes out individual punishment and 

For these reasons it is important that an ecocentric theology. with the high value it 

places on the quality of relationships and the well-being of the whole, not get drawn into the 

conventional religious and secular mode1 of sin. With this in mind, this ecocentric theology 

will emphasize the language of suffenng, compassion and restoration rather than of sin and 

redemption. The emphasis thereby shifts to the value of the whole and the enhancement of 

the quality of the relationships that comprise it. 

Increasing our scope of concern beyond our immediate circle of family and friends, 

reassociating with the rest of humanity and the world of Nature wiil require our willingness 

to accept more of our relational reality then we are accustomed to. This will be challenging 

intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. We will have to come to terms with the fact that 

in spite of our years of 'progress' we have a great deal of work yet to do before we can Say 

that we treat our own citizens with due compassion and respect. This is especiafly true with 

respect to children, people of colour and women. When we widen our scope of concern to 

include our relations with the economically poorer nations, the shadow of Our disregard 

lengthens considerably. In this new economic world order we continue to download the 

costs of maintaining our matenal prosperity upon these people. This amounts to our 

willingness to further subjugate these people, to treat them with increasing ruthlessness. 

Confionting our willingness to cooperate with and benefit from this economic order is deeply 



disturbing. We must conclude that we have failed to meet Our ethicaVspiritual obligations 

within our own species. When we widen the circle of relations to include ail beings, as we 

must in the ecocenaic view, then the mind and heart is boggled by the enormity of the task of 

righting our relationships. 

relations cannot be satisfied by continuing to live in our present manner. William Rees 

coauthor of the influential Our Ecologicol Foorpnnt notes that the twenty-fold increase in 

human economic activity in the twentieth cenniry has brought us to the point where we now 

divert forty per cent of terresaial and twenty-five per cent of marine photosynthesis for our 

use.'' The other nventy-five million species make due with the remainder. Ecologists have 

established that the absolute minimum, allocation of habitat required to maintain some 

semblance of biological diversity is twelve per cent of the planet's biologically active surface 

area. The Earth Council, created to promote and advance the implementation of the Earth 

Summit agreements has calculated the ecological impact of fifty-two nations (using 1997 

data), on a national and per capita basis." The ecological footprint is a calculation of how 

large a biologicaily active area is required to support the lifestyle of a representative 

individual of a given culture. Allowing for the twelve per cent allocation designated for other 

species, the Earth Council has calculated that there is available 1.7 hectares of biologically 

10. W~lliams E. Rees, Our Ecological Footprhr (Philadelphia: New Society 
Publishers, 1995). 

11. Earth Council Secretariat, " Ranking the Ecological Impact of Nations", (accessed 
Mach 1,2000), available from hnp://www.ecouncil.ac.cr/focus/report/englisfoont 
/ranking.htm; Internet. 



productive space per world citizen and that on average globally we are using 2.3 hectares per 

capita. Thus we are utilizing thirty-five per cent more than the natural world can sustainably 

provide. The nation-by-nation analysis is even more revealing. Of those countries analyzed, 

India, Pakistan and China (al1 with an ecological footprint of 0.8 hectaredperson) are notable 

in tliat rhèy iire aniongsi the few ihat consume üt a izvrl Lhat couid oc: reproduciblz for 

everybody in the world without endangenng the planet's life-support capacity. In contrast 

the dominant, materially wealthy nations create the following footprints in hectares per 

person; United States 10.3, Australia 9.0. Canada 7.7, Russian Federation 6.0, Germany 5.3 

and Japan 4.3. Since these calculations were made the world's population has grown by two 

hundred million people and the econornies of the wealthy nations have expanded by 

approximately three per cent annually. These figures make it abundantly clear that it is the 

West's voracious rates of consumption that are die problem. The imperative of simpliQing 

our way of life is heightened when we remember that we are establishing the noms  by which 

other nations are setting their expectations. 

These figures are womsome. They demonstrate how far down the path of 

ecological dissociation we have traveled, at what distance we are from being in right 

relationship with Nature. For while these figures are derived from economic and 

scientific data, they speak of a deeper emotional and reiigious reality. They speak of an 

emotionai/spirituai numbing to the world in which we Iive, of a pervasive loss of knowing 

that we are essentially related to all people, al1 plants, animals and God. This loss of feeling 

within, of being part of Nature and God is the basic obstacle to achieving ecological and 

economic sustainability. It is only superficially an economic or a technological problem, for 



if we came to know ourselves as living upon the hand of God we would create the means to 

live in accordance with that knowledge. 

In this ecocentric theology God is everywhere and nowhere in pdcular. This God is 

indistinguishable from the energylmatter matrix that constitutes creation. God is the seen and 

unseen omni-pwsence. Thus Natic  is thz boay and sou1 of rhis God. Tbz gloq of God is 

fuily reflected in Nature and not in a 'dim or distorted mirror'. There is nowhere else to seek 

God except in the here and now of this world. God is fully immanent in Nature and yet in 

spite of five hundred yean of scientific effort, cannot be comprehensively known. With 

every question that is answered through scientific inquiry, another dozen emerge. This will 

always be the case for we are a tiny bit of God and can never know the whole. 

God is comprised of al1 that is. God is Nature and includes the subset of Nature that 

we know as human culture. God contains the Arnazon rain forest and the neurotoxins 

manufactured by the herbicide industry. God is the aggregate. universal occasion of 

experience. The whole, the holy is in a constant state of metamorphosis. It has changed even 

in die act of considering this thought. 

The general outiines of God's intentions can be deduced fiom the character of Nature. 

Nature's character manifests an interest in the integrity of the whole that is founded upon the 

fluid inter-relationships of the transitory parts. An interest in deepening complexity, diversity 

and beauty is also evident. Of particular interest to our species is God's apparent interest in 

novelty, in expenmentation, of which we are perhaps the most recent notable exmple. Our 

species has been afforded the rare opportunity to explore beyond the customary boundaries 

that confine the behaviour of other species. We are an experiment as to whether it is possible 

for a life form, given latitude and clevemess, to self-consciously choose to forgo certain 



options to live within the necessary Lirnits of ecologcal life. We are an experiment within the 

imagination and body of God. Although it has recently taken a nim for the worse, the 

outcome will never be disastrous for God. For if as a species we fail to grasp with o u  hearts 

and our minds our essential oneness with Nature, then we will perish or at least cease to exist 

in a mania@! manncr. Eüt Xame and GoC xill gcj on. Dur extinction and ihat of th<: 

many species we take with us would be a tragic loss of a part of God, but only a small part. 

The creative process on this planet and throughout the Universe will continue on unabated. 

Evidently this God is not disproportionately present to or concerned with the 

community of humans. God is no more preoccupied with human concems than with whether 

or not there are enough prairie voles to get the coyotes through another winter. We are one 

of twenty-five million species, and a rather late mival in the sibling sequence at that. Though 

we are fond of thinking and behaving otherwise, we are actualiy a very small bit in the big 

picture. Nor is this God concemed with individuals in any specific sense. This is not io say 

that individuals are of no importance, for they provide the possibility for variability and 

innovation. but there is no evidence of this God being concemed about the life and fate of 

myself or any given person. What is evident in Nature is a supreme concern for the 

intercomectedness, becorningness, increasing complexity, stability and beauty of the whole. 

This is evidence of God's priority. 

Is this a God of love? No and yes. In Nature there is no obvious. abiding force we 

cm reasonably cai l  love, at least not as we customarily understand it. If this God loved us as 

a healthy parent loves a child, then this God would have repeatedly interceded to prevent our 

worst atrocities, as would a parent with their children. What is evident in Nature is a force 

that inexaicably binds us a l l  together, the force that Brian Swimme has named as allurement. 



The expression of allurement takes many foms: gravity, magnetism and the attraction of 

charged particles are some of its more common physical manifestations. Empathy, 

compassion and love are emotional forms of this same pnmary force. These emotions are 

expressions of self-conscious allurement. We - and likely other entities - are capable of 

aligmng ourselves with, of even generating these forms of allurement. This activity is the 

most profound expression of our particular gifts. The beauty of Nature is another 

expression/source of allurement, for in response to it we are drawn to Nature. Our physicai 

selves, a srnall part of the beauty of Nature, are so fashioned as to produce pleasure and joy 

in the daily motions of physical existence. In al1 these ways. large and s m d  we are calied, 

allured into pleasurable relationship. 

Every aspect of Nature exists within the matrix of allurement. A more limited range 

of aspects appears to exist within the more limited web of love. Thus this God is 

charactenzed by allurement, yet contains the possibility of love in certain Limited domains. 

Similarly God contains suffering and the causes thereof. This includes the necessary 

suffering that goes hand-in-hand with an existence where life and death form an 

interdependent whole. God also includes the unnecessary suffenng created by the sometimes 

ruthless behaviour of humans. As both the creative force behind our existence and Creation 

itself, God is the ultimate source of this unnecessary suffenng and the subject of the 

suffenng. There is ultimately no distinction between the perpetrator and the victim of 

suffering, for both exist within God. 

The weU-king of God depends upon the free flow of energy, matter, expenence and 

knowledge within God, within Nature. When this fiee flow is impeded, it is both causative 

and symptomatic of 'dissase' within God. Humans have the capacity to temporarily impede 



the circulation of God through the various forms of our dissociation: from Our tnie selves, 

from one another, from our relations and from Nature and God. When we d a m  a river, 

extinguish a species forever or subjugate a people we are causing and indicative of a 

disturbance within the whole, within God. Because of the greater latitude of choice afforded 

us, we have the capacity to h m  God. Because of how we are exercising our capacity to 

choose, we are damaging God. Sirnilarly, we have the opportunity to resolve some of the 

damage we have done to God's body and spirit. 

Thus, while this is not a God of love, this is a God of allurement, of becoming oneself 

within relationships. Allurement is the pnmary energetic expression of this God. Murement 

is the means by which existence is possible, by which it is organized, by which it gains 

meaning. Without it existence would be a random and meaningless dispersal of energy and 

matter. This God does not promise love, but it does provide the means for us to create love 

within a relational ma& seeking greater sophistication, beauty and mystery. 



CONCLUSION 

1 would say that there exists a thousaod unbreakable Illiks between each of us and 
everything else, and that ou .  dignity and chances are one. The farthest star and the 
mud at our feet are a f d y ;  and there is no decency or sense in honoring one thingo 
or a few things, and then closing the list. The pine tree, the leopard, the Platte River 
and ourseIves - we are at risk together, or we are on our way to a sustaioable world 
together. We are each other's destiny. ' 

This essay, a proposal to transfomi our relationship with Naîure, is based upon the 

simple observation that we exist wiithin Nature and that ail aspects of our existence are 

contingent upon this fàct. Nature constitutes the rnaîrix of our bemg. This thesis also 

observes that the dominant culture of Western suciety is not consciously organized around 

this primary reaiity, but rather around the misapprehension that humans are more miportant 

than Nature, that we stand somehow apart fiom it, and that to varying degrees we are m 

control ofNature. This view is evident in ail aspects of our culture: in our social, economic 

and political structures, our scientific endeavors, and our philosophical, psychological and 

theologicd systems of thought. This assunption, of our primary importance, of our 

separatewss, of our essential dserentness is simply wrong. It contradicts both the 

cornmonsense knowledge of people who live in association with Nature and the growing 

body of ecological d systems knowledge. This view is exceedmgly dangerous as it puts at 

risk not or@ our very existence, but also that of every other He-form with whom we are 

1. Mary Oliver, Winter H o m  @oston: Houghton MifBin Company, 1 999), 1 02. 
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inter-related and interdependent. The consequences of this rnisapprehension are manifest in 

the deepening ecological cnsis of our age. 

1 have proposed that this deepening crisis requires of us that we shift from our present 

anthropocentric, mechanistic pandigm towards an ecocentric paradigm. The ecocentric 

pmdigm enphasizcs the ü ~ i i ~ i ~ û ~  n a r i 2  ûf ~ ü b j e i i ~  hier-rdaied witliin a coherrni seil- 

regulating system that is iüelf in a process of becoming. The transformation towards this 

ecocentnc paradigm is both necessary and congruent. It is necessary because of the urgency 

created by our deepening crisis and it is congruent in that it would bring into alignment our 

cultural paradigm with the charactenstics of our matenail energetidtemporal existence. This 

transformation is undenvay, as evidenced by the paradigrnatic shifts evident within the pure 

and naturai sciences. psychology. philosophy and theology. not to mention growing social 

and political activism. 

In this paper I have focused upon the ecocentric shifi occurring within the three 

Stream of philosophy, psychology and especially theology. 1 argue that there is endemic 

within the culture of the West, a pattern of dissociation that cuts across the spectrum of 

relationships described by these three disciplines. The discussion extends the conventional 

understanding of dissociation to describe a pervasive pattern of philosophical, psychological 

and spiritual disengagement, of separation that cuts across the full range of intra-psychic, 

syrnbolic and extemal relationships. This pattern is especially debilitating because of the fact 

that we, like all beings, are significantly constituted in an ongoing fashion, through the 

experience of our relationships. As we dissociate in relationship, our process of becoming is 

dangerously impaired. This tendency tow ards dissociation operates at man y levels 

simultaneously. It is, for example, replicated through our culturai patterns of parenting. Our 



nom of the emotionally under-involved father is influential in the formation of male children 

with an identity stmctured around the themes of separation, independence and self-reliance. 

This contributes to the formation of a false self, with lirnited capacities for empathy and for 

the expression of genuine impulses and feelings. The false self is thereby handicapped in 

a - m s  of functioning in an inter-subjective milieu. This eariy dissociation fiom the nascent 

cnie self is not limited to males, and its effects. like the pebble dropped into the water, ripples 

out through the fomation of aii subsequent relationships. It restncts the capacity for the 

experience of empathy with one's true self, with family and friends and even more so with 

people and beings not within one's irnrnediate circle. Dissociation in relationship creates the 

false impression of being unrelated to others, unrelated and thereby uncaring of other people. 

of other beings and ultimately of the world, of Nature and of God. 

This meta-pattern of dissociation. which is initiated in the earliest formative 

relationships, is reinforced and extended by a wide range of cultural forces. Though not the 

subject of this thesis, they are evident in the role models, lifestyles, careers and underlying 

values promulgated by the various voices of mass and corporate culture. Ou.  cultural image 

of 'success' is founded upon the self-reliant individual, utterly focused upon their self- 

interest: a self-interest that is superficially defined in terms of consumption, ownership and 

'control'. Underlying this set of values and ideals is the deeper principle and practice of the 

cornmodification of life itself. This systematic degradation of life is only possible within a 

culnual paradigm that facilitates dissociation. 

Because we do not experience ourselves as intimately related to one another, we do 

not possess a primary concern for the well-king of each other. Instead we experience 

ourselves as separate, that somehow our concerns and needs are disconnected and even in 



cornpetition with each other's. Without a guiding sense of relatedness, of our shared destiny, 

our cumulative choices are made in narrow self-interest and inevitably without due 

consideration of their impact upon one another or upon the health of the whole. Thus a 

shallow ethos of self-interest has become our guiding principle. This principle is ultimately 

self-drslnictive wiihin an zcoiogid sysiem preniisad upon prosessive, inkr-dependence. It 

is also a palhy substitute for a meaningfd story that rnakes sense of Our existence within the 

Cosmos. 

Our sustained destruction of Nature is symptomatic of this profound crisis of faith 

occumng in our culture. As such, our destructiveness cannot be resolved simply by the 

application of economic, political or scientific innovations. These are necessary but not 

sufficient. At the heart of this crisis is a loss of a deep and profound relationship with Nature 

and with God. For several centuries now the West has promulgated and existed within a 

mechanistic, reductionistic, anthropocentric worldview. This has facilitated the developrnent 

of science and technology at the expense of our knowledge of, and faith in, our place in the 

inter-subjective world of Nature. As the mechanistic paradigm has gained power it has 

increasingly objectified our perception of this world and of ourselves. This process began 

with the disençha;itment of Nature, the groMng sense that Nature was not compnsed of 

Living entities (possessing value, expenence and awareness), but rather that things were 

provided for our use. Inanimate entities, then plants and animais all feu under the power of 

this view. In time this disenchantment spread to include our perception of people, beginning 

with those who were most different fkom the cultural nom of white, adult males, and 

eventuaIiy enveloped even this normative class of humax. Because relationships are 

reciprocally constituting, this degradation of subjects has degraded both the perceiver and the 



perceived. The degree to which we have lost Our perception of one another as inherently 

worthy subjects existing within mutual relationships varies within Western culture, but it has 

affected virtually al1 aspects of it. As a result, very few of us believe and Live by the 

conviction that we are one another's destiny. 

The last decades of L ~ C  t-vientieth c z n w  have seen dia rzsurgencz of a çonirasting 

paradigm: the organic or ecological view. This view, though not new, has been energized 

and informed by important scientific developments in the fields of ecology, physics and 

astronomy. These disciplines have rediscovered with greater insight the processive, 

thoroughly interconnected, matrix of matterlenergyltime that constitutes this world. These 

revelations, combined with process and relational psychologies, philosophies and theologies 

have afforded us a rare opportunity to create a potentially unifjing and liberating ecological 

theology. We have the opportunity to fashion a meta-story about Our world and our place in 

it, a story that will bring together the estranged worldviews of science and theology. This 

reunification has the potential to revolutionize Our sense of place within Creation. It affords 

western culture the occasion to expenence and live in the knowledge that this is our family, 

our home: that the rocks, plants, animals and humans in our rnidst are aU our relations. This 

is the great opportunity afforded us in this time of peril. 

The fulfillment of this transformation to the ecological worldview requires more then 

an adjustment of our cognitive perceptions. This transformation requires the inclusion of all 

of our ways of knowing: sensory, emotional, cognitive and ultimately religious. Since at 

least the Age of the Enlightenment, western culture has privileged reason over these other 

ways of knowing. This devaluation of sensory, emotional and reiigious domains of 

knowledge has created dissociation fiom them, a dissociation that numbs us to the world 



around us and our subjective experience of it. Over hundreds of years this tendency has 

produced a culture that is rnisshapen, that is at odds with its ecologicd substrate and a 

psychological profile bat  is at odds with our deepest needs and capacities to know that we 

- are part of a meaningful universe. 

Tne shift from a mecnanisuc ro an ecoiogicai woridview is underway. It is a slow, 

cornplex and far-reaching process. Powemil ideological, commercial and political interests 

already stand in opposition to the earliest of chmges. Every aspect of our culture will be 

affected and engaged in this transformation. Because of the magnitude of this paradigrnatic 

shift, it will require sustained and devoted efforts over many generations to achieve, in fact 

nothing less than the devotion of a religious movement is required. Although not yet 

recognized as such, the pre-conditions for the formation of this religious movement presently 

exist. There is existent within the West both a widespread affection for Nature, and 

disaffection for the mechanistic, reductionistic, materialistic view manifest in our mainstream 

culture. The expressions of love of Nature are legion: the many forms of environmentalism 

and nature defense, animal rights activism, nature photognphy, wildemess and outdoor 

sports, bird-watching, dog, cat and horse enthusiasts and flower and vegetable gardeners. 

These and other activities have tended to be seen as unrelated and rninimized as sirnply 

hobbies, but at the heart of al1 these is a means of and expression of k i n g  related to Nature, 

of finding pleasure in, expressing affection towards, and joining with the beauty and mystery 

that is Nature. Many Nature enthusiasts manifest a passion for these activities that cannot be 

understood simply in t e m  of recreational pleasure. In addition to these there are various 

forms of explicit Nature centered religiosities, including different forrns of New Age 

spinniality (Wicca and Neo-Paganism), and other forms inspired by traditional aboriginal 



spiritualities. Finaily there are also existent within the principal religions different degrees of 

recognition of Nature as being an expression and or manifestation of the Divine. 

There is at the hem of most of these activities a latent Nature centered religiosity. 

The time is now ripe for this reiigiosity to become explicit. This shift is both timely and 

necessary. It is timely because there is a deep affection for Nature, which is largely held 

privately and thus constrained in furthering the shift frorn mechanistic to ecological 

worldviews. If these private affections publicly asserted their claim upon Nature as worthy 

and even sacred, a great arnount of valuable creative energy would be released. It is 

necessary because ecological conflicts presently occur almost exclusively within the terms of 

the mechanistic paradigm. Thus Nature is reduced to either a chemistry equation or a 

balance sheet. A comrnunity's love of a nver is reduced to a squabble over acceptable 

concentrations of toxic chernicals and levels of dissolved oxygen. For a person who cares 

deeply about that river, for whom that nver is even sacred, such a reductionistic conversation 

is madness. The terms of the discussion must radically change, and this c m  only happen by 

asserting and insisting upon it occuning within an ecocenuic theology. Ody certain 

aboriginal communities have thus far been able to make legitimate spiritual claims upon their 

nanirai world. Why has this right not been extended to people of other ancestries? We of 

European descent have iived here in Canada, for exarnple, long eriough to rightly c l a h  this 

as our spiritual home. We have not yet secured this nght mainly because we have not made 

this c l a h  with sufficient intentionality, vigor and clarity. Now is the time to do so. Doing 

so would make explicit what is already evident in the acts of civil disobedience and acts of 

violence against commercial interests that are extracting weaith fkom Nature: that some 

people care as deeply about Nature as others do about th& churches. synagogues, temples 



and sacred texts. Doing so would place squarely in front of us what is at stake here: a matter 

of paramount religious significance. Renaming the 'environmental problem' as a cnsis of 

religious faith, would amount to a powerfbl assertion of the tnith of Our existence. Those 

who love Nature, those for whom Nature is sacred must do so to be tnie to themselves and 

their God. 

The meaning of this processive Universe, of this profound Ail that we call Nature, 

that 1 call God is just beginning to be grasped by the ecocentric view. We are beginning to 

appreciate the forces of allurement that energize the networks of relationships that fonn the 

whole, that Nature is biased towards the formation of ever more complex and beautiful 

processive entities and cornmunities. However the more deeply we appreciate the profundity 

of Nature, the more fully we will realize how extravagantly it exceeds our capacity to 

comprehend it. This is because what we are attempting to grasp. is nothing less than the 

Divine. We cannot know God in any comprehensive manner, for we are but a bny bit of the 

wholeness that is God. Because we are cunous creatures, we must try. But we must leam 

that our God-given gift to try is not about achieving mastery but about entering playfully into 

the mystery and beauty of God. 

Perhaps the most troublesome of obstacles to the ascendancy of an ecocenaic 

worldview wiii be the reluctance of humanity to abandon the position of pnvilege afforded 

by secular and religious versions of the anthropocentric worldview. Those in a position of 

domination are invariably the last to realize that they too are enslaved by the power-over 

relationship. We are not the center of the Universe or even the most important feature of our 

planet. This narcissistic belief under-girds the ideology responsible for our murdering of our 



relations, and unmodified, will eventudiy result in our self-destruction. It is only as we 

realize that our present and future are inextricably bound within the matrix of Nature, that we 

wilI be able to reiinquish the reigns of domination. 

A related aspect of pnviisge that is troublesome is that of Our relationship with God. 

Residing deep wirhin Our reiigious and secuiar schemas is an assumption that we of all 

Creation, are closest to God. This assumption becomes invalid as we shift into the ecocentric 

perspective. God is constituted by aIl of Nature, of which we are a srnaIl part. Like aIl 

aspects of Nature, we have been afforded cenain gifts. Ours is the potentiai for 

compassionate intelligence. But because we have neglected our capacity for compassion for 

a l l  of Creation, our powers of reason have gained undue influence, abstracting us fiom the 

truth of Our inter-related existence. Here again we encounter our tragic capacity to dissociate 

ourselves from Nature and God. If our place is not a favoured one at the side of God, then 

where is it? 1 have attempted a preliminary response to this key question. A fuller 

elaboration is needed from the proponents of the ecocentric view. 

Ecocentric proponents face other challenges as well. Central amongst these is the 

development of an ethic and religious view that is comprehensively compassionate towards 

a l l  aspects of Nature. There is a tendency in some sectors of deep ecology, for example, to 

resort to dualistic thinking in separating or distancing humanity fiom Nature. Though 

understandable, this is an unwitting reinforcement of the old paradigrn. Secondly, there is 

some evidence, especially within ecological activism, of a lack of compassion for our 

troubled species i.e. the resorting to self-righteous exhortation and condemnation of those 

who cling to the anthropocentric view. While understandable given our deepening crisis, this 

approach can only slow, rather than hasten, the transformation to an ecocentric view. Thus 1 



have emphasized the essential inclusion of compassion for humanity within the ecocentric 

view. Thirdly, and perhaps of greatest significance, the ecological movement has thus far 

remained largely secular in nature. This confinement has limited its scope and power to 

transform society. 1 believe that it is essential that it embrace the religious dimension 

i ~ e r e n t  in its vision, and that doing so will vastiy increase its power to achieve its goals. 

I have also suggested that a movement away from the language of sin and redemption 

towards an emphasis upon compassion and restoration of relationship would be helpful in an 

ecocentric theology. This emphasis is more in keeping with the metaphysics of a processive. 

interwoven existence. These thoughu are somewhat preliminary and ment further 

elaboration. Similarly the discussion pertaining to dlurement is exploratory in nature. The 

concept of allurement offers us a way to describe both scientifically and theologicdy the 

relational basis of our existence. We are only beginning to explore its potentially uniQing 

meaning . 

The process of writing this paper has focused rny attention upon our present and 

ongoing destruction of Nature. As 1 have imagined the continued extinction of exquisite 

species and ecosystems, of all this unnecessary suffering, 1 have k e n  overcome with grief, 

fear and anger. My deepest feelings however have pertained to the possibility of our total 

destruction of life, of  Nature, of God's presence on this planet. However, this writing has 

unexpectedly relieved this worst fear of mine, for 1 now reaiize that Nature wili persevere 

regardless of us. It is not Nature's future that hangs in the balance, but rather ours, and that of 

some of our closest relations (marnmals, birds, fish and reptiles). It would be enonnously sad 

if we were to fail to nse to the beautifid opportunity that we are. For we are a rare 



opportunity. offered by God, to be an intentional and compassionate occasion of expenence. 

We are a possibility, arising out of the creative genius of Nature. to know, to care deeply and 

celebrate Our amazing relatedness to this gorgeous world. But if we ultimately fail to 

manifest this vision of God, Nature and God wili continue. The creative becoming of this 

pianet and Uie iiniverse wiii proceed, giving nse over the next hundred million years to 

beings as varied and precious as any that presently exists. This realization brings me some 

relief, knowing that what 1 ultimately value will continue. 

This essay is in part a commentary on my culture. It is also a personal declaration of 

what is true and meaningful. As such the act of writing has called me to step forward, to 

testiw on that which 1 bar  witness. Having done so 1 am now compelled to move beyond 

mere words. 1 am called to more fully associate compassionately with my hue self, with dl 

my relations and ultimately with my God. This means that it is time for me to move beyond 

die 'mostly s m d  and private measures* of my past. This requires that I join with others in 

advancing the ecocentric vision and that it is my particular responsibility to claim my 

expenence of God at the hem of that vision. This is the c d  of God, the allurement towards 

which 1 must move. The doing will constinite my homecoming, my engagement in the 

creative tension generated by my obsession and epiphania. This is my purpose. This is the 

meaning of my life. 

I am allured back to this moment and place in Nature. The invocation of my senses 

c a s  me back to this late winter moming, walking through the snow dong the North 

Saskatchewan River, the trilling of Cedar Waxwings sweetening the air as they feed hungrily 

on last year's chokechemes. The pure delight of my cornpanion, a two year old Labrador 



Retriever, rerninds me again and again of the simple and profound pleasures of being alive 

just now, of king at home in the family of Nature. My epiphania is to be with my relations 

in compassion and reason, to feel joy and gratitude through the finitude of my occasion of 

experience, and to celebrate, honour and expressively claim my faith in the divinity of 

Xci  t iire. 
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