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Thomas Berry’s “ Great Work”

by Herman F. Greene

Thomas Berry, inawe, | held it in my hands. In ageneral sense | knew the text, for |

had read a manuscript, but now here it was, THE GREAT WORK! Itsrosy cover, with
mountain, pond and ancient cattail, beckoned me inward. It was small—smaller than | had
thought. It fit into my hand like a handbook, and it occurred to me, this was what it was—a
handbook for how we can move into the future...one with hope and real prosperity.

When | received my long awaited copy of The Great Work: Our Way into the Future by

The book’ stitle invited inquiry. | considered the task of moving into an ecologica age, or as
Thomas would say, the “Ecozoic Era,” and hiswords, “Thisisthe Great Work of our time,”
resonated in my mind. | aso considered the man behind the book. What was his great work? How
could one describe this man and his thought, now most recently made available in this dim book,
to those who do not know him? He is so widdly known and influential in asmall circle, and so
little known in the world at large. Y et, he has everything to say to the world at large. The crisis
resulting from the ecological devastation of the planet by human activity isrea, though not yet
expressed in a commanding and immediate way that is evident to al. We need Thomasto help us
understand what is going on; to give us eyes to see, ears to hear, passion to feel, courage to act; to
give us ways to explain what has happened; and to give us knowledge of what we authentically
may rely on, hope for and move toward if we are to create a viable future in this dawning new
millennium.

That Thomas has done this—given us a new understanding of (i) where we are, (ii) who we
are as humans, (iii) how we got here, and (iv) where we are to go—is his great work. Thiswork is
most importantly expressed in the books he has written, in The Dream of the Earth (1988), as co-
author with Brian Swimme, in The Universe Story (1992), and, now, in The Great Work (1999).
We can think of these books as atrilogy. The Great Work fillsin gaps in the two earlier books
and completes thoughts inferred in them. It isto an understanding of thisfina installment of
Thomas Berry’s great work, to which the remainder of this review is devoted.

Where we are

broad sweep of history or of the cosmos, or on the development of human culture. This

Of the three books, The Great Work isthe most urgent. Not so much time is spent on the
analysis Thomas has given masterfully in his earlier books and yet-to-be-published
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papers. Thisbook is moreto the point. It isacall to action. It islargely concerned with our
present situation and what must occur in the 21% century.

In the very first chapter Thomas lays before us “The Great Work.” In each historical epoch,
he says, people are given a“Great Work” to do—in one age, the settling of new lands, in another
the building of great cathedrals, the creation of artistic, philosophical, religious or scientific
works, or the shaping of political structures and ideas. The Great Works of prior periods are seen
in such things as the movement of the first people out of Africain the Paleolithic Period; the
creation of language, rituals and social structures in hunter-gatherer communities; the
establishment of agriculture communities in the Neolithic Period; the devel opment of the great
classical civilizations; and, in the modern period, advances in technology, urban civilization, new
ideals of government and human rights, the modern business enterprise and globalism.

Our Great Work is not something we choose, Thomas says. It is something we find ourselves
thrown into by virtue only of being born in a certain time and place. The task may seem
overwhelming, one coming in response to some huge historical difficulty, but, he observes, just as
we are given our historical task by some power beyond ourselves, we must also believe we are
given the abilitiesto fulfill thistask.

The Great Work into which we and our children are born, Thomas says, comes in response to
the devastation of the planet caused by human activity. We are facing a breakdown in the life
systems that can only be understood by comparison with events that marked the great transitions
in the geo-biologica eras of Earth’s history, such as the extinction of the dinosaurs and countless
other species when the Mesozoic Era ended and our present Cenozoic Erabegan (p. 3)". Our task
isto move from our modern industria civilization with its devastating impact to that of benign
presence. It is an arduous and overwhelming task, one exceeding in its complexity that ever
offered to humans, for it is not simply one of adjustment to disturbance of human life patterns, as,
for example, that occasioned by the Great Depression or the recent World Wars, but one of
dealing with the disruption and termination of the geo-biologica system that has governed the
functioning of the planet in the 67 million year reign of the Cenozoic Erain the history of the
planet Earth.

The Great Work before us isto move from the terminating The Great Work
Cenozoic Erainto an emerging “Ecozoic Era” when humans will be ]
present to the Earth in amutually enhancing way and become before us is to move

functional participants in the comprehensive Earth community. To do from the terminating
this involves “reinventing the human,” because we have atask and role
emerging from our modern capacities and dimensions that has never )
been conceived in the human venture. From the earliest timesin human a0t €MErging

history we have been acculturated into a microphase awareness of our “Ecozoic Era.”
place in the Earth system, yet we find oursel ves now at a place where

Cenozoic Era into

humans as a whol e have a macrophase impact. Microphase refersto
our individual survival, achievements, freedoms, and aspirations; macrophase refers to our place
as a collective human community within the Earth system.

To accomplish this transition requires a fundamental reassessment of our role as humans, and
it must be done as might be said in computer talk, in “real-time.” We have no reprieve from being

5

Editor’s note: All page numbers cited refer to the hardcover first edition
of Thomas Berry’'s The Great Work: Our Way Into the Future (New Y ork:
Bell Tower, 1999).

CES/Foundational Essays/TB's Great Work.10-12-2003 final



Reprinted from The Ecozoic Reader %% Fall 2000 Page 3

participantsin the destructive impacts of our present modes of civilizational presence, yet from
our places as active participantsin the current system, we are called to bring about atransition to
amutually enhancing mode of presence.

The complexity of thistask, as compared with other Great Works, can be understood when
we realize there can be no frontal attack on our adversary in this crusade. Thereisno “we” and
“they,” thereisno “here” and “there,” there is no frontier to cross, and no externditiesthat can be
ignored in the name of one great cause. No, everything isin the midst; we are both on the side of
this cause and against it. The transformation that is called for is both inner and outer, regional and
global, nationa and international, economic and socid, individual and collective, family and sect,
and—for thefirst time in human history with self-conscious awareness—human and other-than
human nature.

We arelost in atask of such great magnitude without some guide to lead us, some great
understanding to counsel us on the way. Such aguideis Thomas Berry’s Great Work. His
understanding that will counsel usis not, however, some easily mastered technique or path, but a
comprehensive understanding of who we are as humans, how we got here, and where we in our
larger dimensions are to go.

Thisthen iswhere we are: We arein modern industrial civilization in the terminal phase of the
Cenozoic Era. We are people born into the Great Work of creating and transitioning into an
emerging Ecozoic Era

Who we are as humans

T he beginning of the transformation to the Ecozoic, to Thomas, is an inner one. Itisa
recovery of a sense of awareness that has atrophied in the modern period, that of our
intercommunion with the natural world and our presence to its primal mystery and value.
In away, it would be possible to understand all of Thomas' work by experiencing with
Thomas, and fully comprehending, the second chapter of The Great Work, entitled “The Meadow
Across the Creek.” Thomas here explains how his understanding of the Great Work first began:

| was...eleven years old. My family was moving...to the edge of town where [our] new
house was being built. The house, not yet finished, was situated on a dlight incline. Down
below was asmall creek and there across the creek was a meadow. It was an early afternoon
in late May when | first wandered down the incline, crossed, the creek, and looked out over
the scene.

The field was covered with white lilies rising above the thick grass. A magic moment,
this experience gave to my life something that seemsto explain my thinking at amore
profound level than almost any other experience | can remember. It was not only thelilies. It
was the singing of the crickets and the woodlandsin the distance and the clouds in a clear
sky....

This early experience, it seems, has become normative for me throughout the entire range
of my thinking. Whatever preserves and enhances this meadow in the natura cycles of its
transformation is good; whatever opposes this meadow or negatesit isnot... (pp. 12-13).

It is to this theme of the bondedness of the human with nature, and to nature as the source of

vitality, meaning and val ue for the human, that Thomas returns again and again. In the chapter on
“The Earth Story,” he says, “The human is neither an addendum to the universe nor an intrusion
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into the universe. We are quintessentialy integral with the universe. In ourselvesthe universeis
revealed to itself aswe arerevealed in the universe” (p. 32).

In the chapter on “The North American Continent,” he finds this awareness of our

bondedness with nature in indigenous people. “The peoples who lived here first, with their unique
experience of this continent have much to teach us concerning intimate presence to this continent,

how we should dwell here in some mutually enhancing relation with the land” (p. 36).

In the chapter on “The University,” he traces this awareness in the Western tradition. He
quotes from Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles, “* The order of the universe isthe

ultimate and noblest perfection in things'” (p. 77), and from his Summa Theologica, “* The whole
universe together participates in the divine goodness and represents it better than any single being

whatsoever'” (p. 77).

In the evolutionary developmental story of the universe as made available to us through
science, Thomas says in the chapter on “ The Earth Story,” there is a special means of access to
our sacred relation to the cosmos. This story—which shifts our awareness from the universe as
being static and cyclica to being an emergent, dynamic creative universe that is about
something—is, to Thomas, our primary means of accessto the divine. In this story we find an
emergent process that is “neither random nor determined, but creative.”

[A]sin the human order, [this] creativity is neither arationa deductive process nor the
irrational wandering of some undisciplined cosmic intelligence, but the emergence of beauty
as mysterious as the blossoming of afield of daisiesout of the dark Earth.

To appreciate the numinous aspect of the universe asit is communicated in this story, we
need to understand that we ourselves activate one of the deepest dimensions of the universe.
[That the] specid intellectual, emotional, and imaginative capacities [we recognize in
ourselves] have existed as dimensions of the universe from its beginning is clear since the
universeis ever integral with itself in al its manifestations throughout its vast extension in
space and throughout the sequence of its transformations in time (pp. 31-32).

In this story we also come to understand ourselves as related to other beingsin anew way, as

when we understand our genetic relationship with al of life on Earth (pp. 105-106).

And finally, we find this awareness of our intimate rapport with nature in our encounter with

wildness. In the chapter on “The Sacred and the Wild,” Thomas says

| speak of the wild dimension of existence and the reverence and fear associated with the
wild, since precisely here is where life and existence and art itself begin.... Wildness we
might consider as the root of the authentic spontaneities of any being. It is that wellspring of
creativity whence come the instinctive activities that enable al living beings to obtain their
food, to find shelter, to bring forth their young; to sing and dance and fly through the air and
swim through the depths of the sea. Thisisthe same inner tendency that evokes theinsight of
the poet, the skill of the artist, and the power of the shaman (p. 51).

Thisthen iswho we are. We are people who have lost touch with nature. We are people
recovering and healing as we become aware of the physical and spiritual continuities, and
magnificence, of the existence of the universe of which we are a part.
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How we got here

cultura history. To move to the Ecozoic is not a situation of making minor adjustments to

ameliorate the negative environmental impacts of an otherwise functional civilization, for,
in Thomas' view, oursisacivilization that is fundamentally flawed in its conception, values,
construction, operation, and aspirations. To anayze civilization only in its contemporary
manifestation and to find fixes for its deficiencies would be a futile exercise. What isfirst
required, in Thomas' view, is an understanding of why human civilization is this way, and to
understand this, one must understand how we got here. Only then may a genuine understanding
of where we have to go arise.

One cannot follow Thomas' guidance into the Ecozoic Erawithout an understanding of

The theme of how we got here is more fully elaborated in The Universe Story where Thomas
traces the devel opment of human culture from its beginning. It was not necessary to repeat thisin
The Great Work, but to grasp Thomas' treatment of history, it isimportant to recall his
understanding of culture. At birth, he says in The Universe Sory, we are only imperfectly human.

Whereas nonhuman life forms receive their guidance almost completely through their genetic
coding, the human is genetically coded toward further transgenetic cultura codings, which in
their specific forms are invented by human communities themselvesin their various modes of
expression. These distinctive cultural inventions are not simply the work of individuals or
even of asingle generation. They are the work of apeople over the generations. (The
Universe Story, pp. 158-59)

The reason we act as we do and make the choices that we do is because of our cultural
coding, which is handed on to succeeding generations by education (p. 91). Now, at this critical
juncture in the terminal phase of the Cenozoic, because of the pervasive effects of human activity,
natural selection can no longer function asit has. Consequently, “cultural selection” even more
than natural selection will determine the future of the biosystems of the planet, and on the future
of the biosystems, the fate of al life on Earth, including our own, depends (p. 4).

The central flaw in our development, according to Thomas, is our “mode of consciousness
that has established aradical discontinuity between the human and other modes of being and [has
bestowed] al rights on the humans’ (p. 4). Thisisthe cultural pathology that Thomas seeks to
understand and to have us understand. In the chapter on “The University,” Thomas observes that

the traumatic effects of the Black Plague in the 14"
century resulted in a“deep aversion to the natural
ﬁ\l—fkv\ world that...has profoundly conditioned the Western
culturd tradition ever since”’ (p. 77). Thiswas
— AN N

— followed in the early 17" century by the philosophical

S ) “desouling” of the Earth by Descartes “with his
division of reality between mind and extension. In this

perspective the nonhuman world was seen simply as
mechanism...that could be, and even must be
exploited for human benefit” (p. 78). And this

/J\/_ philosophical desouling was accompanied for the next
three centuries by a mechanistic science, a

materialistic economics and an anthropocentric polity in an increasing division between the
human and the natural world.
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In his chapter on “ The North American Continent,” Thomas juxtaposes the culture of the
American Indians and that of the Europeans settlers. The arrival of the Europeansin North
America, he says, “could be considered as one of the more fateful momentsin history, not only of
this continent but of the entire planet.... Every living being on this continent might have
shuddered with foreboding when that first tiny sail appeared over the Atlantic horizon” (p. 40).

The first peoples of North Americaand the European settlers held two sharply contending
views of nature. “To indigenous people...the natural world was the manifestation of a numinous
presence that gave meaning to all existence.... As seen by the Europeans the continent was here
to serve human purposes though trade and commerce, as well as through the more immediate
personal and household needs of the colonists. They had nothing spiritual to learn from this
continent. Their attitude toward the land as primarily for use was the critical issue’ (p. 44).

Culturally derived anthropocentrism caused insuperable difficulty for the Europeansin
establishing any intimate rapport with the North American continent or its people. To Thomas,
“Such orientation of Western consciousness had its fourfold origin in the Greek [humanistic]
cultural tradition, the biblical-Christian religious tradition, the English political-legal tradition,
and the economic tradition associated with the new vigor of the merchant class’ (p. 45). To the
Europeans “[t]heir human-spiritual formation was complete before they came. They cameg], they
thought,] with the finest religion of the world, the highest intellectual, aesthetic, and mora
development, the finest jurisprudence. They needed this continent simply as a political refuge and
as aregion to be exploited” (p. 43). They were committed to a“divinely commissioned task of
commercially exploiting this continent [and] could even experience ahigh spiritua exaltationin
what [they] were doing” (p. 46).

Even now this continues. Thisis how we got here.

Where we are to go

Work, morethan in his earlier books, Thomas attends to the factors that require the

adoption of anew course. In the chapter on “Ethics and Ecology,” he states, “We find
ourselves ethically destitute just when, for the first time, we are facing ultimacy, theirreversible
closing down of Earth’s functioning in its major life systems. Our ethical traditions...collapse
entirely when confronted with biocide, the extinction of the vulnerable life systems of the Earth,
and geocide, the devastation of Earth itself” (p. 104). In the chapter on “The Great Work,” he
catalogues the evidence of the vast disruption of natural systemsthat “isleading to the termina
phase of the Cenozoic Era’ (p. 4). In the chapter on “The Corporation Story,” he describes how
the modern global industrial, commercia and financial corporations have become “among the
principal instruments for devastating the planet.... These corporations are the organizing centers
directing the discovery and use of modern science and technology in the quest for human benefit
and financial gain by exploiting the living and nonliving resources of the planet” (pp. 117-118).

Where we are to go is derived in part from our present historical situation. In The Great

In the chapter on “The Extractive Economy,” he describes how in the closing years of the 19"
century and in the 20" century, we moved “from an organic economy to an extractive
economy.... [ T]his was the time that we set forces into motion that would disturb the chemical
composition of the air, water, and soil to an extent that would affect the entire network of organic
life on the planet” (p. 138). For an organic economy, which “is by its very nature an ever-
renewing economy,” we substituted an extractive economy which “is by its nature atermina
economy,” one dependent on extracting nonrenewing resources, placing ourselves where “we
could survive only so long as these endured; or so long as the organic functioning of the planet
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was not overwhelmed by the violent intrusion involved in extracting and transforming these
substances [and] from the contaminants that resulted, especially from the chemical industry” (pp.
138-39).

And in the chapter on “The Petroleum Interval,” he draws attention to how fragilein the
larger scale of time our economy isin its dependence on the rapidly depleting resource petroleum.
He reminds us that petroleum will “never again be made in any volume” and its exhaustion in its
easily available formsin the 21% century “is inevitable” (p. 156). Even if we could find
replacements for this fuel, such as with hydrogen, “we would still be without replacements for the
other uses to which petroleum is put” (p. 156). We could find replacements in other organic
substances, such as coal, for atime, but only with higher extractive costs and greater pollution.
Despite this dire situation, we enter the 21% century, Thomas says, with no comprehensive
program for transition into some aternative form of sustainable economy (p. 156). Instead, we
engage in frenzied pursuit of still faster extraction and consumption of this valuable resource that
forms the disintegrating foundation of the entire modern economy.

With this as background then, what does Thomas say is our way into the future? In my view
there are three guide words (one of which is a compound word) that serve as keys to
understanding Thomas' answer to this question. These three words are viability,
intimacy/community, and celebration—viability, because what Thomas offersis not Utopia, but a
means for the human community to be viable within the limitations of the Earth’ slife systems;
intimacy/community because he calls for usto overcome the radical discontinuity between the
human and non-human to form a single community of life with the other components of Earth;
and celebration because he invites usinto an understanding of our role as humans as being the
ones in whom the universe celebrates itself and its mysterious origins in a special mode of
conscious sel f-awareness.

In the remainder of thisreview, | will discuss where these guides of viability,
intimacy/community, and celebration might lead us. The chart below provides aframework for
understanding Thomas' vision of our way into the future.

Our Way into the Future - The Ecozoic Era

rather than
human-centered

not a collection of
objects

The Guides || Viability Intimacy/Community Celebration
(Is it viable?) (Does it favor (Does it celebrate
intimacy/community?) the universe?)
The Developing a Forming a single Celebrating the universe
Directions viable mode of community of life with in a special mode of
human presence the other Earth conscious self-
on the Earth components awareness
The Paths Earth-centered Communion of subjects, Re-inventing the human

through story and
shared dream
experience

Self-limitation/
creative discipline

Understanding of
integral relation

The Cosmic Liturgy/
Cosmogenesis

Organic rather than
an extractive
economy

Reform of culture
and institutions

Meta-religious
movement including all
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Viability:

Developing a viable mode of human presence on Earth.

The first guide Thomas gives us for our way into the future is viability, and this leads usin the
direction of “devel oping a viable mode of human presence on the Earth.” This direction follows
from aconviction that the present mode of human presenceis not viable, becauseit is not
physically sustainable, and the reason it is not physically sustainable is becauseit is not coherent
with the ever-renewing processes of the functioning of the Earth. To obtain a viable mode of
human presence, Thomas gives three paths: Earth-centeredness, self-limitation, and organic
economy.

Earth-centered rather than human-centered. Thomas says we must move from a human-
centered to an Earth-centered norm of reality and value. The human-system is a subsystem of the
Earth system; therefore, we must recognize that “the community of all living species, including
the human, is the greater reality and the greater value [than that of the community of the human
species alone]. The primary concern of the human community must be the preservation and
enhancement of this comprehensive community, even for the sake of [the human community’ ]
own survival” (p. 58).

The great illusion of the industrial ageis that we can “advance human well-being by
plundering the planet [and destroying its] geological and biological structure and functioning” (p.
58). We must move from the idea that what is good for the human is good for the Earth, to an
understanding that what is good for the comprehensive community of life on Earth is good for the
human. The great struggle then becomes that between the industrial-commercial entrepreneur,
who sees the planet as a resource base to be possessed and used in an unlimited manner for
human consumption, and the ecologist, who sees the planet as an interdependent community of
beings and seeks its preservation and enhancement in its comprehensive reality. This struggleis
“the central human issue and the central Earth issue of the 21% century” (p. 59).

To Thomas, al things exist within the dynamic order of the universe, and thus the universein
all of its processes, and for usthe Earth in al of its processes, becomes the supreme norm of
reality and value. The universeis“the primary lawgiver, the primary
) economic corporation, the primary scientist, the primary technologi<t,
To have a viable future, the primary healer, the primary revelation of the divine, the primary
we must become Earth- artist, the primary teacher, and indeed the primary source, model and
ultimate destiny in dl earthly affairs’ (p. 81). “The ecological
community is not subordinate to the human community. Nor isthe
human-centered. gl ogical imperative derivative from human ethics. Rather, our human
ethics are derivative from the ecologica imperative. The basic ethical
norm is the well-being of the comprehensive community and the attainment of human well-being
within that community” (p. 105).

centered, rather than

If we are going to find a viable path into the future, we must look to the Earth in the
functioning of all its natural processes and life systems. The question we must ask is not what do
we want the Earth to be, but what does the Earth want to be?

To have aviable future, we must become Earth-centered, rather than human-centered.
Self-limitation/creative discipline. To move in the direction of viability, Thomas also says

we must move from a wonderworld mentality to one of creative discipline or self-limitation. In
his view, the Western history of millennia expectation, of a heaven of unlimited beatitude here
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on Earth, combined with the material successes of the industrial/technol ogical period have given
rise to awonderworld mentality in which restraints upon the quest for human satisfaction have
become irrelevant. Behind the disruption of Earth’s processesis the refusal to accept limitations
on the attempts to find release, “not simply from the normal illsto which we are subject, but from
the human condition itself.... Some ancient force in the Western psyche seems to perceive
limitation as a demonic obstacl e to be eliminated, rather than as strengthening discipling” (p. 67).

Thisimpulse for unlimited release from the conditions of existence has created a kind of
collective insanity. The quest for athoroughly sanitized world is leading to atoxic world. The
endeavor to produce abundant energy by an ever-accelerating process of extracting resources
from the Earth and burning them is creating entropy on an unprecedented scale. “The effort to
create wonderworld is making wasteworld,” and we are losing, actually and in our psyches, the
true wonderworld of natureitself (p. 68). To end this insanity will require us to see that that the
containing and confining aspects of our existence, which oppose and limit us, are aso the sources
of our liberation and vitality. Acceptance of the challenging aspects of the natural worldisa
primary condition for our creative existence within the community of life systems (p. 67).

If we are to have aviable future on the planet, we must become self-limiting.

From aterminal extractive economy to an organic economy. Thomas' third path for
moving in the direction of viability isthat we must move from an extractive economy to an
organic economy. An organic economy participates in the ever-renewing processes of the Earth.
An organic economy islike atree—atree is planted in the Earth, draws its nourishment from the
Earth, grows, provides fruit, shade and shelter, and returnsto the Earth to give birth to new trees.
An extractive economy is, on the other hand, aterminal economy. It depends on the exploitation
of resources that cannot be replaced within the time frame needed to sustain an economy that is
dependent on them. Its byproducts are toxins that are dispersed into the air, water and soil.
Further, the extractive economy has the capacity to turn renewing resources into nonrenewing
ones. For example, over-harvesting of fish depletes the vast renewable fish populations, and
overly intensive farming exhausts the soils and |eaves them exposed to erosion.

Thomas states that we moved from an organic economy into an extractive economy in the last
decades of the 19" century (p. 141). He notes the emergence at that time of the great corporations
such as Carnegie Steel, Standard Oil, General Electric, Westinghouse, Dow Chemica and many
others. These corporations, with the massive technological, political and human resources they
could bring to bear, became the instruments for the transformation of the human economy
through the extractive exploitation of the Earth. This, he observes, could not have occurred
without the preceding shiftsin consciousness “when the Biblical-Christian emphasis on human
spirituality joined with the Greek humanistic traditions to create an anthropocentric [worldview,
and when, at the time of the Black Death,] this spiritual and humanistic alienation deepened into a
feeling that the natura world was an actua threat to both the physical and spiritual well-being of
the human” (pp. 136-37). These shifts made possible the massive, unfeeling, ethically-justified
assault on the biological integrity of the Earth through extractive processes, what increasingly
may be described as biocide or geocide.

Thus, when Thomas examines the extractive economy, he does not see the modern economic
miracle others see, rather he sees an economy faltering on its own success, not only because the
nonrenewabl e resources that it depends upon are being exhausted, but also because the toxic
residue and the disruptive processes of the extractive economy are destroying the capacity of the
Earth to performits basic biological functions. Thus, we arein aterminal economy, not only
because of the now very foreseeable depl etion of resources, but also because the life systems that

CES/Foundational Essays/TB's Great Work.10-12-2003 final



Reprinted from The Ecozoic Reader %% Fall 2000 Page 10

the evolutionary processes invented over billions of years are breaking down. Simply put, we are
in amore difficult situation than we may recognize. The way out, our path into the future as
viable humans, isto move to an organic economy, onethat is coherent with the ever-renewing
cycles of the Earth. “Theradical transformations suggested by the ecol ogists—organic farming,
community-supported agriculture, solar-hydrogen energy systems, redesign of our cities,
elimination of the automobile in its present form, restoration of local village economies,
education for a post-petroleum way of life, and a jurisprudence that recognizes the rights of
natural modes of being”—move usin the right direction (p. 110).

If we are to have aviable future, we must move from aterminal extractive economy to an
organic economy.

Intimacy/Community:
Forming a single community of life with the other Earth components.

The second guide Thomas gives for our way into the future is intimacy/community, and this leads
in the direction of “forming a single community of life with the other Earth components.”
Forming this single community, he says, “isthe central issue of the Great Work” (p. 115). Thisis
so because he accepts the proposal that “no effective restoration of a viable mode of human
presence on the planet will take place until intimate human rapport with the Earth community...is
reestablished on an extensive scale” (p. 18). Until then, efforts, even heroic ones, to establish a
more benign mode of human presence will ultimately fail.

When we speak of this “single community of life’ to which Thomas calls us, we must
understand this has an interior dimension, which isintimacy or establishing an intimate rapport with
nature, and an outer dimension, which is understanding in both a factua and philosophical sensethe
integral relations of the human and the other Earth components. That iswhy we have used the
compound word “intimacy/community” as the guide word for thisdirection. “Intimacy” speaksto
the inner dimension of this direction, and “community” speaks to the outer. Neither word alone
conveys the meaning intended.

Thomas gives us three paths for moving in this direction: communion of subjects, knowledge
of integral relations, and reform of culture and institutions.

Communion of subjects, not a collection of objects. Thomas says the Ecozoic Era can
only come into being when we understand the universe as acommunion of subjects, not a
collection of abjects (pp. x-xi). He observes that over the course of our historical and cultural
devel opment, the human community has established a*“use” relationship with the nonhuman
components of the Earth (p. xi). In this relationship, they (the nonhuman components) are here as
aset of resources for the human; lacking human consciousness, they have no subjective integrity
and cannot be violated; and they exist independently of the human. As such, they are objectsto be
exploited for the benefit of the human and their loss or extinction is of little concern.

Thisview, which istaken to be arealistic/pragmatic one in our time, masks, for Thomas, the
true reality. Who, he asks, has not been moved by a communion experience when he or she
“looks at the ocean at dawn or sunset or the heavens at night with all the stars ablaze, or who
enters awilderness area with its foreboding as well as entrancing aspects...?’ (p. 82). We are, he
says, dependent “in every phase of our imaginative, aesthetic, and emotional lives’ on our
experiences of the outer natural world (p. 82). “The tragedy in the elimination of the primordial
forestsis not the economic, but the soul lossinvolved” (p. 82). We are in communion with nature.
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And not only are we in communion with nature as objects in our imagination, but we arein
communion with other subjects. Thomas explains, “[S]ince the universe brought us into being
with al our knowledge and our artistic and cultural achievement, then the universe must be an
intellect-producing, aesthetic-producing, and intimacy-producing process’ (p. 81).

He continues by saying:

[The] qualitiesthat we identify with the human...we observe throughout the natural world.
Even at the level of the elements we observe self-organizing capacities [and] the capacity for
intimate rel ationships. [ These pervasive psychic abilities] are so impressive that we must
consider that modes of consciousness exist throughout the universe.... [Each] being hasits
own spontaneities [arising from within, and they] express the inner value of each being in
such a manner that we must say of the universethat it is acommunion of subjects, not a
collection of objects (pp. 81-82).

If we are to have a single community of life, we must understand that we in the universe, the
human and the nonhuman, are acommunion of subjects, not a collection of objects.

Knowledge of integral relation. The second path Thomas gives for moving to asingle
community of lifeisthat of knowledge of our integra relations with other-than-human nature.
Thisis an inner/psychic awareness, as discussed in the preceding section, but it is also factual and
philosophical knowledge that must be studied and mastered. In afactual sense, it is knowledge of
the interdependent rel ations among all beings on Earth, and thisis the study of ecology, whichis,
by definition, the study of the interrelations of organisms and their environments. To Thomas,
ecology must become the queen of the sciences, and not only of the sciences but aso of the
humanities, economics and the studies of the professions. It should not be thought of as a separate
course of study, but as “the foundation of all courses [and] programs’ (p. 84). Thus, for example,
“[€e]cology is not a part of medicine; [rather] medicineis an extension of ecology [because
medicineis an extension of the healing powers of the Earth]” (p. 84). The same can be said for
law, for architecture, engineering and the other professions. And to take the study of ecology
serioudy, we will need to study intensively geography. Geography, Thomas says, provides a
means for “understanding the functioning of the Earth in itslarger structure, [and it] is even more
useful in [understanding the functioning] of the various regions into which the planet is divided.
In this manner it provides the context for ecological understanding.” Yet it is not geography in its
present form that we must study, it is*ecological geography,” a geography informed by biology
that will teach us of the interdependent life systems of the Earth and of the relatively self-
sustaining bioregions on which the future of the planet depends.

Knowledge of integral relations must aso come from our wisdom traditions. Thomas notes
four wisdom traditions that are particularly important. Thefirst is that of the indigenous people
with their knowledge of a primordial abiding numinous presence in the phenomenal world, an
intimate association with the beings, rhythms, moods, powers and grandeur of the natural world,
and a sense of a cosmic order that becomes the ultimate referent of any human understanding (p.
177). The second isthat of women, which is the wisdom of joining “the knowing of the body to
that of the mind, to join soul to spirit, intuition to reasoning, feeling consciousness to intellectua
anaysis, intimacy to detachment, subjective presence to objective distance” (p. 180), and to
experience in the universe a primordia originating and nurturing principle (p. 183). Thethird is
that of the classical religious and humanistic traditions, which in their various expressions provide
avast resource for understanding the numinous powers of the universe, for guiding human affairs,
for understanding the capacities of the human, and for providing meaning, depth and purposein
human experience (p. 185). The fourth isthat of observational science, which he saysinitslatter
stage has moved beyond a mechanistic understanding of an objective world to recognition that
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there is subjectivity in knowledge and causality, and that as well as reduction downward thereis
integration upward where organisms and relations affect the elementsin their individual beings
and the evolutionary dramainvolves the cosmos entirein a still unfolding adventure (p. 189,

p. 25).

To form asingle community of life, we must understand our integral relations with the other
components of Earth.

Reform of culture and institutions. When our consciousness is transformed by the
awareness that in the universe we are acommunion of subjects not a collection of objects, and
that we are integrally related with the other components of
Earth, we are led to re-examine our values and, from this /
re-examination, to re-examine the adequacy of our culture (
and institutions to our values. To Thomas, thisleadsto a
need for a comprehensive reform of our culture and
institutions.

Take, for example, language, an essential aspect of our
culture. The inadequacy of our present languageis
established when we reflect that the word “ profits’ is
commonly understood to be a term that encompasses what
is not only good for business enterprises and their
stakeholders, but also for society at large. Y et, we can see
that what passes for profits may actually be lossesin the
context of the Earth economy on which the human economy depends. Thus, our language as
presently constituted does not express a “true sense of reality, of value, and of progress,” and the
“rectification of language in relation to reality” becomes a part of the cultural reform for which
Thomas calls (p. 63).

Thomas' agendafor cultura and institutional reform is extensive. We need an educationa
system that teaches children the story of the universe and allows them to learn the “book of
nature” from their own direct experience. We need a new industry and economics that produces a
minimum of unusable and unfruitful waste, and where preservation of the Earth’s economy is a
primary concern. We need a new political aignment where the ecologist rather than the
entrepreneur (as presently conceived) isthe primary influence. We need a new university that
teaches students about the human role in the integral functioning of the Earth community. We
need laws that recognize the rights of the nonhuman components of the Earth and an ethics that
provides guidance to the human community in its interrelations with the natural world. We need
religion that honors the creative process at work throughout the universe. We need, in short, to
develop aculture and institutions grounded in the recognition that the universein its natura
function is the supreme norm and reality of existence and that the human endeavor has meaning
and value only when it is afunctional part of the larger community of life systems.

If we are ato form a single community of life, we must reform our culture and institutions.

Celebration:
Celebrating the universe in a special mode of conscious self-awareness.

Thethird and final guide Thomas gives usis celebration, and this leads us in the direction of
“celebrating the universe in a specia mode of conscious self-awareness.” It isin this direction
that Thomas most specifically addresses how we should understand our role as humansin relation
to the larger community of life. The universe brought us into being for a purpose. We were
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genetically coded to be about something and “would not have survived if [we] had not had some
basic roleto fulfill within the larger Earth community” (p. 57). We must understand that purpose
in the unique capacities given to the human for “thought and speech, aesthetic appreciation,
emotional sensitivity and moral judgment” (p. 57). “By bringing forth the planet Earth, itsliving
forms and its human intelligence into being, the universe has found, so far as we know, its most
elaborate expression and manifestation of its deegpest mystery” (p. 56).

But why this splendor called Earth of which we are integrally a part? To Thomas, the answer
would be found in his understanding of the universe as being “primarily [that of] celebration.
[T]he universe celebrates itself in every mode of being,” and if thisis so, the universe must
expressitself in special delight in the vast diversity and unique capacities of the Earth system.
Within that system, Thomas says, “the human might be identified as that being in the universein
whom the universe celebrates itself and its numinous originsin a special mode of conscious self-
awareness’ (p. 19). That iswhy we are here; our fundamental role is to use our special abilities of
thought and speech and artistic expression in a celebration of lifein all of its diversity and
communion. Now, however, we are somehow failing in this fundamental role. We have a
distorted presence on the Earth. We must recover atrue sense of our own humanity.

Thomas gives us three paths for moving in this direction: reinventing the human through
story and shared dream experience, the cosmic liturgy/cosmogenesis, and meta-religious
movement.

Reinventing the human through story and shared dream experience. In one remarkable
sentence in the chapter on “Reinventing the Human,” Thomas lays out

adescription of the task before us in away that almost encapsulates his
entire thought in one statement. This one sentence, with seven phrases,
is: “The historical mission of our timesisto reinvent the human—at the ~ the human through
specieslevel, with critical reflection, within the community of life- story and shared
systems, in atime-developmenta context, by means of story and shared
dream experience” (p. 159). Each phrase isimportant and bears ]
comment. In this section we will focus on the phrases of “reinvent the celebrate the universe.
human,” “within the community of life systems,” and “through shared

When we reinvent

dream experience, we

story and dream experience.” In the next section we will focuson“ina

time-developmenta context.” “At the specieslevel” means that we must see ourselves as a
species among other species and find our place in the community of life systems based on an
understanding of our genetic coding and on our original purpose in being. “With critica
reflection” means that we must exercise our rational-critical facilities to analyze our situation and
to make moral choices about our future.

Thomas, in explaining his purpose in writing The Great Work, said, “To some extent this
entire book can be considered an effort to identify the role of the human community in relation to
the other components of the planet” (p. 91). Thisiswhat reinventing the human is about. Our
contemporary understanding of what it means to be human came into being in the Nealithic
period when the first agricultural communities began and civilization, as we know it, was
invented. This civilization focused on the betterment of the human condition through the
cultivation and even subjugation of the other-than-human natural world. In Thomas' view, this
understanding of civilization has, with our modern technologica capacity, become dysfunctional.
We stand at a watershed moment; we must invent civilization again so that we, the humans, will
be present to the Earth in a mutually enhancing way and become functional participantsin the
comprehensive Earth community. Thisiswhat Thomas means by “reinvent the human.”
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The primary resources for accomplishing thistask lie within us...in our stories and dream
experiences. What is required to move into the Ecozoic future, Thomas says, is a creative advance
that can only be felt “as a groping or as afeeling or imaginative process’ (p. 165). “In the larger
cultural context the dream...both drives and guides the action” (p. 201). The Ecozoic cannot be
built on the “distorted dream of an industria technological paradise” (p. 201). “A new revelatory
experience is needed, an experience [in which] human consciousness awakens to the grandeur
and sacred quality of the Earth process’ (p. 165).

Each of us participatesin this dreaming process, and in our dreaming the future awakens
within us. In our dreams we experience the new archetypes for the building of a new human
community. These dreams and archetypes are not of our own making, rather they are an
expression beyond our active thought, through our genetic coding, of the dream of the Earth (p.
165). When we tell our stories of our journeys toward an Ecozoic future, when we alow
ourselves to dream dreams of an Ecozoic Era, we are reinventing the human.

When we reinvent the human through story and shared dream experience, we celebrate the
universe,

The cosmic liturgy/cosmogenesis. The second path Thomas gives usto follow in the
direction of celebrating the universeisthat of the cosmic liturgy/cosmogenesis. “We might think
of aviable future for the planet,” he says, “less as the result of some scientificinsight or as
dependent on some soci 0-economic arrangement than as participation in a symphony or as a
renewed presence to the vast cosmic liturgy” (p. 20). He dso says, “ The fulfillment of the Earth
community isto be caught up in the grandeur of existence itself and in admiration of those
mysterious powers whence all this has emerged” (p. xi).

This cosmic liturgy, for Thomas, is of two parts. First, it isthe drama of the ever-renewing
cycles of nature and the wild exuberant dance of being we experience in the marvel of astarry
night, the budding of flowers from dark Earth in spring, the fury of awinter storm, the caprice of
blowing rain, the magical songs and flight of birds, the frolic of foaming seas, the grandeur of
towering mountains, and the fields of wonder in the plains. This isthe dramato which the
indigenous people were and are uniquely present, acosmic liturgy to which they sought to
coordinate every human activity.

Second, it isadramathat we have only come to know in our time, which isthe still unfolding
drama of the evolutionary devel opment of the universe from the time of the primordial flaring
forth to the present moment. Thisisanew dance of being, and one which can give renewed
meaning in our timeto the first drama. This second aspect of the comic liturgy, Thomas calls
cosmogenesis. “We now live,” he says, “not so much in a cosmos asin a cosmogenesis; that isa
universe ever coming into being through an irreversible sequence of transformations...” (p. 26).

We need to come to understand this evol utionary drama, not only in a physical sense, but aso
in a psychic sense. The sequences of evolutionary transformations in the universe are, to Thomeas,
moments of grace, and asthey are experienced in little ways in our own lives as creative
moments, they are also the means of grace. Presence to the vast range of Earth’s psychic
dynamism becomes the source of our own psychic energy as “we become present to the Earth in
its next sequence of transformations. While we were unknowingly carried through the
evolutionary processin former centuries, the time has come when we must in some sense guide
and energize the process ourselves’ (p. 173). To undertake such atask, “[w]e must feel we are
supported by the same power that brought the Earth into being, that power that spun galaxies into
space, that lit the sun and brought the moon into its orbit” (p. 174).
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In former times, we celebrated the moments of seasonal renewal; now we must aso
celebrate the sequential transformation moments in an emergent universe. This story of the
emergent universeis now our dominant sacred story (p. 170).

While our sense of the sacred can never be recovered precisely asit existed in former
centuries, it can be recovered in the mystique of the Earth, in the epic of evolution.... A way
is opening for each person to receive the total spiritual heritage of the human community as
well asthetotal spiritual heritage of the universe. Within this context the religious
antagonisms of the past can be overcome, the particular traditions can be vitalized, and the
feeling of presence to a sacred universe can appear once more to dynamize and sustain human
affairs (p. 174).

When we are present to the sacred liturgy in both its cosmic and cosmogenetic aspects, we
celebrate the universe.

Meta-religious movement. In the end, to Thomas, the transition that is needed from the
Cenozoic to the Ecozoic can only be compared to the great classical religious movements, the
emergence of Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism and Taoism, the spread of Christianity and the rise
of Islam. Each of these movements involved a widespread change of consciousness and a new
orientation in life. The movements spread through the intellect, but perhaps even more by some
unconscious force that entered the human spirit and changed human culture.

Thomas speaks of the coming transformation as a meta-religious movement. One of the
meanings of the prefix “meta’ is “more comprehensive” or “transcending,” and this isthe sense
in which Thomas uses “meta.” What he envisionsis
amore comprehensive or transcending religious
movement. This movement is more comprehensive
because it involves not simply a segment of the
human community, but the entire human
community, even the entire geo-biological order of
the planet, and it is transcending becauseit is not a
replacement for existing religious traditions and
cultures, but an overlay that establishes anew
context and dimension of sacred experience.

This meta-religious movement is grounded in,
first, afunctional cosmology, onethat isbased in the
universe story as we have come to know it through
observational science and as it has been interpreted by Thomas and others, in its psychic,
aesthetic and moral dimensions; second, a spiritual dimension derived from an apprehension of
the mysterious unfolding of the self-organizing, creative, emergent processes that have given and
continue to give form to the universe in both its macrophase and microphase redlities; and third, a
recovery of intimacy with other-than-human nature and its aesthetic and numinous dimensions.

Y et, ultimately, this movement passes over such arational analysis into the realm of
celebration. “For in the end the universe can only be explained in terms of celebration. Itisall an
exuberant expression of existenceitself” (p. 170). We, the humans with our specid capacity for
conscious self-awareness, become the celebrants of this vast cosmic liturgy. We do thiswith
dance, asin the great Sundance of the Lakota Sioux tribe in North America. We do thiswith a
revival of archetypal symbols such as the Great Journey, Death-Rebirth, the Cosmic Tree, and the
Sacred Center recast in the story of an emergent universe. We do this with arenewal of spiritua
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disciplines and communal observance, especidly as these are revitalized with sacred wonder of
the emergent beauty of existence and the sacred process that has brought all of thisto be and
sustainsit in being.

And we join in this celebration not only with our own kind, but with al of other kind. For
religion, and so this meta-religious movement, isin its most profound dimension a dynamic
reaity. This grand liturgy is not only a celebration of what is, but what can be, and to engage in
its celebration isto be empowered to realize the potential of what can be, and to heal. We have
arrived in atime of peril. “[ T]he damage that has been done isimmediately the work of humans.
[Y et] now the entire universe is involved in the healing of the damaged Earth in the light and
warmth of the sun” (p. 20). To grasp that we are involved in such auniverse...for thiswe lift our
songs of praise.

When we join with all people on Earth of various backgrounds and traditions, and with al
othersin the larger community of life, in this meta-religious movement, we celebrate the
universe.

Conclusion

provide for future generationsis some sense of the Great Work that is before them....” (p. 7).
Thisiswhat Thomas has given us. Out of avast storehouse of knowledge of human cultures,
history, science, and religion, and his own accumulated inner wisdom, Thomas has
comprehended the meaning of our times at a critical juncture in human history and of the Earth as
awhole. He has taught us where we are, who we are, how we got here, and where we are to go
through viahility, intimacy/community, and celebration. He has given us the promise of
anew chapter in Earth’ s history, that of an Ecozoic Era.

I n the first chapter of this book, Thomas says, “ Perhaps the most valuabl e heritage we can

Thisis Thomas Berry's Great Work!
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