
202 Dialog:  A Journal of Theology  •  Volume 42, Number 3 •  Fall 2003

Drilling in the Cathedral1
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Abstract: Utilitarianism, alienation, consumerism, and oppression are major forces endangering Earth’s
well-being. Over and against these morally and ecologically destructive forces are practices and ideas rooted
and nourished in both ancient and modern religio-moral institutions and traditions. As powerful voices of
faith calling the present to account, sacramentalism, mysticism, asceticism, and prophetic liberative practices
offer Earth-honoring ways of life that draw from shared wells and deep-running waters.
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“How can Christianity call itself catholic, if the universe
itself is left out?”2

--Simone Weil

Consider two vignettes. On February 15, 2003, more
than a hundred cities hosted “apparently the largest co-
ordinated one-day popular protest in the history of the
world.”3 The prospective U.S.-led war with Iraq pre-
cipitated this ample coalition of the unwilling. Millions
marched, on every continent, including Antarctica!4

Digital technologies made the nimble organizing
possible. Fluid combinations of social networks and
communications dissolved barriers of time and place
and mobilized international civil society. Sociologists even
spoke of emerging “heterarchies” displacing “hierar-
chies.”

The creative power of such instant community re-
mains to be seen, not to mention its staying power.
Transborder community could set as quickly as it rose.
But what was seen everywhere in those pulsing ranks
was a certain icon. A marbled planet, captured by Kodak
in a God’s eye view from space, appeared on placard
after placard. It will not fade in coming years.

Few marchers would have known the Russian Or-
thodox proverb: “Earth is the icon that hangs around
God’s neck.” Many sensed just such status, however.
Each placard had room for but a few words, arced
over bent horizons of sea, land and sky: No War on

Iraq; No War on the World; Not in Our Name. Other-
wise the message was the fragile planet itself, still beauti-
ful “beyond the singing of it”5,6 but endangered by a
species that, without wincing, thinks itself the trustee.

That image was first transmitted by astronauts Frank
Borman, William Anders and James Lovell in 1968.
Dostoevsky, picturing Alyosha’s rapture in the monas-
tery yard, may have voiced their experience even better
than they: “The fresh, motionless, still night enfolded the
earth…The silence of the earth seemed to merge with
the silence of the heavens, the mystery of the earth came
in contact with the mystery of the stars.”7 The astro-
nauts chose their own words, however, and on Christ-
mas Eve, as the distant jewel disappeared below moon’s
horizon in a quiet earthset, they read from an ancient
account: “In the beginning, God created the heavens
and the earth…” Simple cosmic poetry.

Millions marching across the planet, worrying over
war and God’s icon, is the first vignette. The second is
less dramatic, but not less important—the Bush
Administration’s energy policy and the fate of its cen-
terpiece, the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. Thomas
Friedman, feeling compelled to swerve from his regu-
lar column on “Foreign Affairs” to join a domestic de-
bate about drilling in this wilderness, put aside the eco-
nomic calculations that usually preoccupy policy works
in Washington. “I’ll let the experts point out the irre-
sponsibility built into the Bush budget,” he writes, and
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moves on to another kind of argument altogether. He
finds it in Richard Feinberg’s concept of wilderness.
Wilderness is “immutable,” Feinberg writes, “it is like
perfection; there are no degrees to it. Oil development
in a wilderness, no matter how sensitive, changes the
very nature of it. It means it’s no longer wilderness. If
the drill worshipers prevail in the Arctic Refuge, then
there will be no place on this continent where a unique
environment will be safe from greed and short-term
interests.”8

Friedman’s ensuing analogy focuses on worshipers
as well, albeit not “drill worshipers.” Countering Presi-
dent Bush’s argument that drilling can take place with-
out harming the wilderness, Friedman says: “[That’s] like
saying you can do online trading in church on your Palm
Pilot without disturbing anyone. It violates the very ethic
of the place.”9

“The very ethic of the place.” Why is drilling in this
“unique environmental cathedral”10 a moral violation, if
indeed it is? For that matter, is it truly wrong to trade
online in church if it bothers no one at prayer, interrupts
no one receiving the sacrament, and doesn’t distract the
organist?

Assume for the moment that Friedman, whether fi-
nally right or wrong about drilling, has intuited some-
thing of moral gravity when he is repulsed by heavy
equipment in the cathedral (or, like Jesus, repulsed by
heavy trading). Moral emotions, not least moral-aesthetic
ones, ought not be dismissed as untutored. They regis-
ter our initial judgments, if not our final ones, and reveal
as much about our nature, our values, even our sense of
godliness, as pious emotions do. Add the worries of
the global marchers, and the gravity of Friedman’s intu-
ition is accentuated. Violate “the very ethic of the place?”
Not in Our Name.

The vignettes do not explain moral emotion and grav-
ity, however. Nor do they determine policy. Numerous
stands are possible on the agonizing particulars of war-
making, peace-making, energy and security, even after
the horror of war and the violation of drilling in the
cathedral have been registered with every ounce of our
being.

Not that spirited arguments over data, history, and
strategy are the only real differences. Moral emotions
themselves differ. They vary in substance and sit differ-
ently in the gut. Nonetheless, they are always in play from

the outset, and they always matter. As first response,
they usually locate the burden of proof for any given
issue. Moral emotions are thus a critical initial element
of practical moral reasoning itself.

Still, moral-aesthetic sensibilities rarely, of themselves,
wholly determine where our basic loyalties finally thump
down. Whether the environment has sacramental status
for us, or whether we consider earth as truly home, shapes
our response mightily, of course. But even if all who
share similar emotions press their noses to the same pane
to gaze at the same scene, they may well respond in
different ways. No single moral sources and no unbro-
ken lines run from norms and dispositions in ethics to
decisions, strategies and tactics.

Nonetheless, assessment there must be, with actions
taken. Toward that end what follows here offers a way
of thinking with certain categories, as aids to thinking
about compelling earth issues. It can be dubbed a “reli-
gious ecology,” if that both signals how religious sys-
tems, including their moral-aesthetic sensibilities, work,
and how religions view nature and are influenced by it.
Specifically, the question is whether traditions hoary with
age and spanning race, place, clan, and cultures speak to
soul, mind and body in ways that aid an earth ethic. Do
deep-running traditions offer ways of leaning into life
that assist (not determine) practical moral reasoning on
vexing issues of earth community?

We proceed, then, on the assumption that Friedman,
the astronauts, and the coalitions in the streets have in
effect issued an invitation. Or posed a question. Do ten-
ured religio-moral intuitions and traditions, as well as
newly-written icons, say something compelling to planet-
saving issues?

For now we will name these deep traditions and their
emotions: sacramentalism, mysticism, asceticism, and
prophetic-liberative practices. As the “ideal types” of a
working typology they are less nuanced—and less sul-
lied—than the history from which they are drawn. Yet
their very distillation, even when forced in the way ideal
types are, exposes their logic and lets us examine their
power.

Over against this typology is another. This time, how-
ever, ideal types describe the major forces affecting earth’s
well-being. I will call these forces utilitarianism, alien-
ation, consumerism, and oppression.

What happens if we read these traditions vis-a-vis these
forces? Might religious faith in its recurring forms thereby
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speak truth to the powers we ourselves wield? Are ways
of life disclosed that aid “the great work”11 before us—
the epochal task of learning to live in mutually enhanc-
ing relationships with one another and the rest of the
Community of Life? And might alliances be forged across
religions to earth-honoring ends? Mystics, after all, un-
derstand mystics, monks understand monks,12 and those
struggling for justice sing one another’s songs. That these
millennial Christian traditions have their counterparts in
most religions is of more than passing importance.

1. Sacramentalism and
Utilitarianism

 “Saving Souls and Salmon” ran as a short feature in the
Sunday New York Times. What might this unlikely con-
junction—salmon and souls—mean? Archbishop Alex
Brunett led Times writer Jim Robbins to the baptismal
font of St. James Cathedral in downtown Seattle. “The
water isn’t just sitting there,” he said, pointing to its gentle
movement. “We don’t baptize people in stagnant water,
but flowing water, water that is alive.”13 The waters of
life (baptism) and the waters of life (in this case, the
Columbia River and salmon) was the connection. For
the Archbishop, the connection was sacramental. Saving
souls and saving salmon belong to the same universe.

“The Columbia River Watershed: Realities and Pos-
sibilities” is a bioregional pastoral letter of Roman Catho-
lic bishops in Montana, Idaho, Washington, Oregon, and
British Columbia. Unbridled logging, mining, grazing
and dam building have, over a century, left the great
river and its basin in dire straits, if its emblem—the
salmon—is any measure. The annual run of an estimated
16,000,000 salmon has dwindled to about 700,000.14

Perhaps no less arresting is the name the bishops have
given the endangered watershed: a “sacramental com-
mons.” “We’re trying to establish a sacredness in the world
around us,” the Archbishop explained to Robbins. Es-
tablishing such sacredness assumes the lead tenet of all
sacramentalism—material reality bears a value humans
share and name but do not bestow. Don Sampson, a
Yakima Indian leader, chuckled in response to the Co-
lumbia declared a sacramental commons. “Maybe God
has spoken to [the bishops],” he said. “I hope the pope
gets on board.” He added, in a more serious tone, “The

church is being up front and dispelling the myth of
Manifest Destiny and dominion over the Earth. That’s
refreshing and welcome.”15

Sacramentalism hasn’t always been poised over against
dominion. The Great Chain of Being, arguably the most
influential of all Christian cosmologies, bundled sacra-
ment and dominion together and sent them sailing the
high seas to colonize the New World. Pope Alexander
VI’s famous “Bull of Donation” simply gave—do-
nated—all islands and mainlands “discovered and to be
discovered, one hundred leagues to the West and South
of the Azores toward India,”16 and not already occu-
pied or held by any Christian king or prince as of Christ-
mas 1492, to Isabel and Ferdinand of Spain. The pope
was utterly clear: European Christian monarchs should
rule the world, spread civilization, and save the benighted
souls of non-Christian brothers and sisters. This was
“taking” on a grand scale, in the guise of giving.

In keeping with most sacramentalist cosmologies, the
Great Chain pictured life as an outflowing of the divine
in an endless array of diverse and interdependent life.
For sacramentalism the universe is alive, the universe is
manifold, the universe is whole.

The particular ordering of this life as a great chain
inscribed dominion, however. Humans rest a bit lower
than angels, with God above and all else beneath. Within
this special species, “crowned with glory and honor,”
(Ps. 8) men’s standing is forever a notch above women’s,
while (higher) reason, mind, and spirit rule (lesser) emo-
tion and body. Most strikingly, as already noted, empire
under the auspices of advanced sectors is sanctioned as
conquest and colonization, commerce and the spread
of Christianity. This was the quartet that followed in the
wake of Columbus in the Age of Discovery. In such a
scheme, the Great Chain’s sacramentalism served a “civi-
lizing mission” in which “inferior” peoples and cultures
(non-European) were the beneficiaries of a salvific gos-
pel and way of life.

Superiority of such a racist and cultural cast was bru-
tal. Native peoples were killed, moved out or assimi-
lated, all on European terms. Slaves suffered the Middle
Passage, with great loss of life and centuries of ensuing
threat and fear. The underlying morality for all this was
both chilling and theological. “Again and again during
the centuries of European imperialism,” writes envi-
ronmental historian Alfred Crosby, “the Christian view
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that all men are brothers was to lead to persecution of
non-Europeans—he who is my brother sins to the ex-
tent that he is unlike me.”17

Religious cosmologies always run an inventory of
the universe, bind its elements together, and establish
sin, vice, reward and virtue on the basis of the outcome
(“all men are brothers…he who is my brother sins to
the extent that…”). This particular sacramentalist cos-
mology did so in ways that ascribed value to life forms
and states as “higher” and “lower.” Its racism and
androcentrism have persisted a very long time, even in
their crassest forms. As late as 1957, William F. Buckley
Jr., guru of conservative Republican thought and editor
of the highly influential National Review, responded in this
way to the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision on Brown v.
Board of Education.

The central question that emerges—and it is
not a parliamentary question or a question that
is answered by merely consulting a catalogue
of rights of American citizens, born equal—
is whether the White community in the South
is entitled to take such measures as are neces-
sary to prevail, politically and culturally, in ar-
eas where it does not predominate numerically?
The sobering answer is Yes—the White com-
munity is so entitled because, for the time be-
ing, it is the advanced race….National Review
believes that the South’s premises are correct.
If the majority wills what is socially atavistic,
then to thwart the majority may be, though
undemocratic, enlightened….Universal suf-
frage is not the beginning of wisdom or the
beginning of freedom.18

Yet the bishops of the northwest U.S. and south-
west Canada are correct that an alternative also rests in
sacramentalism. This comes clear in another pastoral let-
ter, now from the U.S. Catholic Conference, i.e., U.S.
bishops as a whole. “Renewing the Earth: An Invitation
to Reflection and Action in Light of Catholic Social
Teaching” shifts the reigning metaphor from a ranked
ladder to “the web of life [as] one.” Assuming this life
web, the bishops “explore the links between concern
for the person and for the earth, between natural ecol-
ogy and social ecology.”19 The environmental crisis is “a
moral challenge,” they argue. It “calls us to examine how
we use and share the goods of the earth, what we pass

on to future generations and how we live in harmony
with God’s creation.”20 Like all sacramentalists, includ-
ing “Great Chainers,” the bishops view creation as a
“commons” with intrinsic linkages “between natural
ecology and social ecology.” In this tradition of moral
theology the earth’s goods have a universal destination
in accord with “the common good” or “the common
welfare.” So, for example, if capitalist markets and the
right to private property aid in the universal destination
of the goods of the earth as the commons we belong
to and share, they have vital roles to play. If, however,
capitalist markets and privatized property effectively close
the commons and remove goods from just distribution
to those who need them, they fail as legitimate means
for achieving and sustaining a just society.

The present environmental crisis as moral challenge
is sufficiently daunting, the bishops continue, that con-
version—turning in another direction—is required. It is
a conversion to earth and to God in the same moment
and together. “We need a change of heart to preserve
and protect the planet for our children and for genera-
tions yet unborn.”21

But where is the power to change hearts? “In the
sacramental universe itself,” the bishops answer. Nature
bears God’s presence. “Throughout history people have
continued to meet the Creator on mountaintops, in vast
deserts, and alongside waterfalls and gently flowing
springs. In storms and earthquakes, they found expres-
sions of divine power. In the cycle of the seasons and
the courses of the stars, they have discerned signs of
God’s fidelity and wisdom. We still share, though dimly,
in that sense of God’s presence in nature.”22

Earth is a sacrament here—a disclosure of God’s
presence by visible and tangible signs, like the waters of
baptism and the waters of the Columbia River and its
salmon. Transcendent power is imminent, as close as
the grain and the grape, the oil, water and wine of the
liturgy, or the fields, forests and waterways around us.
Those who reverence God’s presence in creation and
understand themselves as part and parcel of the world
as sacrament will be moved to care for creation as “the
sacred trust” it is, the bishops contend.

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew also drew on
sacramentalism at a 1997 “Symposium on the Sacred-
ness of the Environment.” “The Lord suffuses all of
creation with His Divine presence in one continuous
legato from the substance of atoms to the Mind of
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God,” he said in closing. “Let us renew the harmony
between heaven and earth, and transfigure every detail,
every particle of life.”23

Perhaps little more need be said about this theme of
creation as “one continuous legato from the substance
of atoms to the Mind of God.” Unless it be to under-
score creation’s exuberance. “Extravagance! Nature will
try anything once,”24 writes Annie Dillard. Or unless it
be to underline sacramentalism’s emphatic note that this
extravagant life is a freely-offered gift of God and the
medium of grace, a gift ritually borne into the worshipful
presence of God and renewed there in contemplative
and liturgical practices.

In this tradition the drama of the liturgy is the ritual
enactment of cosmic community, nothing less than the
drama of all creation’s redemption. Not surprisingly,
the Eucharist itself is central, since creation’s redemp-
tion is caught up in the Passion of Jesus and the church’s
liturgical portrayal of it. But the moral ethos of this way
of being in the world is also signaled in the word itself.
Eucharistia is Greek for “thanksgiving” and a word im-
plying liturgy and ritual as the form of people’s grateful
response and as a guide for their living. If the bread of
heaven is shared freely and equally with all as God’s own
way, and if all are welcome, without qualification, to
this welcome table, why do we not do likewise for the
other tables of the world?

More on Sacramentalism and
Utilitarianism

The possibilities of web-of-life sacramentalism as coun-
terpoint to dominion ethics don’t rest only in locating its
great themes or describing its ethos, however. Those
possibilities begin elsewhere, with notice that
sacramentalism is almost the antithesis of the working
cosmology and theology of the institutions and prac-
tices that created the modern world. Modern institu-
tions and practices feed on a plastic view of nature.
Nature means “natural resources” and “capital,” now
extended to “human resources” and “capital,” even
“moral” and “spiritual” “resources and capital.” These
betray a market mindset that is utilitarian with a ven-
geance and devoid of sacramental sensibilities. They
belong to Max Weber’s “disenchanted” world.25 The
numinous is bled from the common, the holy is leached

from the ordinary, the mystical is cut away from the
everyday. Use, utility, and possession measure all value,
and these are relative to human appropriation and sig-
nificance. The (human) subject determines the worth of
all else, as object.

This subject/object relationship is, to be sure, a pri-
mary relationship. It is a primary “word,” in Buber’s sense.
It is thus constitutive of our very being as well as the
status of the other element in the relationship. But use
relationship is “I-It” only, and not “I-Thou.”26 The hu-
man being it thus creates is a subject arrayed over against
all else as objects, albeit objects-in-relationship (to the
subject).

Even pathfinding environmentalists occasionally
adopt such a stance. Gifford Pinchot, an influential pres-
ervationist/conservationist who served as mentor to
Teddy Roosevelt in the establishment of the national
parks system, argued that in the end only two realities
inhabit the planet—“people” and “resources.” The lat-
ter are to be preserved for the sake of the former.

How deeply utilitarianism runs as dominion ethics is
captured in a full-page advertisement appearing the day
the Hall of Biodiversity opened at the American Mu-
seum of Natural History in New York.27 An eye-catch-
ing selection of flora and fauna from around the world
covers the page. Across the top in large letters is the
sentence: “We believe in equal opportunity regardless
of race, creed, gender, kingdom, phylum, class, order,
family, genus, or species.” Creatures then tumble down
the page, followed by smaller-lettered text: “All life is
interconnected. So without a supporting cast of mil-
lions of species, human survival is far from guaranteed.
This variety and interdependence of species is what’s
called biodiversity. And it matters to Monsanto in par-
ticular. Our business depends on making discoveries in
the world of genetic information. Information that is
lost forever when a species becomes extinct. Informa-
tion that offers solutions in agriculture, nutrition, and
medicine never before thought possible. For a popula-
tion that’s growing. On a planet that’s not.” The logo—
a growing plant—then appears next to the name and
trademark: Monsanto: Food Health Hope. The last line
is: “Monsanto is honored to be a sponsor of the Hall
of Biodiversity at the American Museum of Natural
History. www.monsanto.com.”

This ad is unthinkable apart from ecology and its
impact. Its thought-world appears to be holistic “web”



207Drilling in the Cathedral • Larry Rasmussen

thinking, based in good science. The awareness of com-
plex, living interdependence seems central, though it is
not quite so. At the outset the ad even strikes a notion of
sacramentalism and bio-democracy worthy of St.
Francis. But by the bottom of the page we are keeping
company with the utilitarian promise-and-fulfillment
theology of so much biotechnology: “Monsanto: Food
Health Hope” and “solutions in agriculture, nutrition,
and medicine never before thought possible.” We are
also keeping company with utilitarian subjectivism in eth-
ics, even if it has been eco-sensitized. That is, this moral
universe not only assumes that human beings are the
sole moral agents, it assumes that the only actions that
finally matter are those affecting human beings. Humans
will, in turn, be the sole judges of those actions, without
reference to any court of appeal beyond the human
subject. And by the very bottom, far right hand corner
of the page, we have placed good science and a viable
way of life firmly in the hands of global business. Long-
standing boundaries of mind and matter, human cul-
ture and resistant nature, and sharp distinctions of hu-
mans from other creatures, have been erased, it would
seem, in favor of “equal opportunity regardless of
race…phylum…class…genus, or species” in a world
where “[a]ll life is interconnected.”

Descartes and Bacon, it would seem, have passed
on to their reward. Yet the erasure of these boundaries
is only apparent. Practice itself features human mind
and culture as the creators, controllers, and high-tech
bio-cowboys working ecosystems as they would their
ranchlands. These creatures are generic, not particular.
They are not even truly creatures, as biological individu-
als. They are, categorically and simply, “information”
and “resources” that in due course will find their end-
use way as commodities in the market place. Humans
are thereby re-centered as masters without qualification.
The disconnect of humans from their co-siblings in cre-
ation thus remains unattended and unmended, as do
other elements of utilitarian domination as a morality.
This is not Earth Community, copiously peopled by “all
things bright and beautiful,” “all creatures great and
small,” and “all things wise and wonderful” (to remem-
ber a hymn). This is Genetic Mine, commercial moder-
nity in ecological mode. So in one striking page, what
begins as a confession of bio-democracy and a world
congruent with sacramentalism ends as indispensable
user-friendly exploitation that promises, yet one more

time, to do good by doing well, for profit and without
(human) sacrifice. Nature is there for us, period, full stop.
From kingdom to kingdom, phylum to phylum, spe-
cies to species, gene to gene, atom to atom, and sea to
shining sea.

Whatever moral sensibilities and emotions are on
display here, and whatever ethic reigns in these quarters,
they are not those of sacramental imagination. Life is
not a gift in the Monsanto world but a commodity.
Profound gratitude is not the wellspring of ethics; pos-
session and utility are. The penultimate page of Annie
Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek captures the contrasting
moral-aesthetic emotion nicely: “I think the dying pray
at the last not ‘please,’ but ‘thank you,’ as a guest thanks
his host at the door.”28

The subject/object relationship assumed in the win-
some, if misleading, Monsanto advertisement leads to
the next typological set.

2. Mysticism and Alienation

On another pilgrim day at Tinker Creek, Dillard found
herself all of a sudden face-to-face with a weasel. “Our
eyes locked and someone threw away the key. Our look
was as if two lovers, or deadly enemies, met unexpect-
edly on an overgrown path when each had been think-
ing of something else.”29

Not all mystical experience is so abrupt. Or so un-
certain whether the locked eyes are those of enemies or
lovers. But the mystical is always a certain kind of meeting
and a certain way of being. It is subject joined to subject
or, in some experiences, the dissolution of subjectivity
itself in profound union. In this meeting and union, di-
rect experience prevails. Friedrich von Huegal’s account,
offered by Dorothee Soelle in The Silent Cry: Mysticism
and Resistance, distinguishes three enduring elements present
in all religion. The historical-institutional addresses itself
to mind and memory. In Christianity this is the “Petrine.”
The analytical-speculative aligns itself with reason and
doctrine. This is the “Pauline.” But there is also an intui-
tive-emotional element that directs itself to the will and
to love. This is the specifically mystical, identified as the
“Johannine.”30 Like the eagle that symbolizes the Fourth
Gospel, the soul has a capacity to look directly into the
sun and to soar.31 The testimony of mystics is that any
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and all can soar in this manner. All are able to “move
beyond the confines of society and history [and] break
the bounds of normal human interaction, normal con-
sciousness, and normal physical reality,”32 in order to
draw upon a wisdom hidden deep within this world or
resident beyond it. For mystics, like ascetics, this is re-
lease from the grip of the social ego and socially con-
structed senses of the body itself. This is direct experi-
ence of the divine beyond the stipulations of doctrine
and institution. This is truth apprehended apart from
the authority of society’s keepers of the truth. And this
is revelation shorn from common attachments and de-
sires. Here the way things seem to be is not the way they
truly are or might be. Institutions and their powers are
not givens. They are not fates we must accommodate.
They are habitual patterns that could be otherwise.

In short, mystics testify to a profound submersion
into “the All” that moves across their lives like the ripples
from a pebble tossed into a pond. This is the oceanic
experience in which we “touch with our living hearts the
Heart of the World and listen to the secret revelations
of its unending beat.”33 And we do so—this is the
point—in unmediated fashion.

One consequence of transcending the hold that forces
around us have upon us—a part of this oceanic feeling
and its ripples—is strong moral agency. Such capacity to
discern, decide and act may on the face of it seem virtu-
ally autonomous, since mystics are notoriously beholden
to no one in sight. But such moral strength and indepen-
dence is the spillover of the profound consent to, and
union with, the All, a consent and union in which, para-
doxically, self itself falls away, the heresy of “mine” and
“thine” falls away as well, and the mystic’s quest ends in
the cool cosmic fire some name “God” and others refuse
to name at all.

When the return is made to intransigent worldly re-
ality, as it must be made, the seemingly “autonomous”
agency does not dissipate. Rather, the participant in the
mystical experience is now so affected by cosmic beauty
and harmony that she or he is permanently dissatisfied
with the world around. That world may indeed be fully
embraced, in utter compassion. But things will not be
right until Eden is reborn and its energies sing with the
stars. Mystics cannot deny the wondrous burden of
beauty and truth that the moment in God brings.

Soelle reports that, again and again, this direct expe-
rience of transcendence leads to lives of nonviolence,

ego-lessness and possession-lessness. Those who expe-
rience the unity of all things awaken from the prison in
which they have fallen asleep34 to take up justice as a
personal virtue and way of being. “The flood of fire
abated,” Annie Dillard writes of her own mystical en-
counter, “but I’m still spending the power.”35

Janet Ruffing’s collaborative study comes to a simi-
lar conclusion. After investigating Jewish, Muslim, and
Christian mysticism in various contexts and cultures,
Ruffin goes on to say that “beyond these traditions, ev-
ery tradition of mystical revelation—Buddhist, Hindu,
Taoist, and others—points to an alternative form of cul-
ture and intends an alternative way for human beings to
dwell together.”36

The 20th c. Catholic mystic Simone Weil illustrates, in
her own idiosyncratic way, everything said to this point.
Two Moral Essays was written as part of her work for
the De Gaulle government in exile when Germany oc-
cupied France in the 1940s. The work includes a “Draft
for a Statement of Human Obligations” as well as
thoughts on “Human Personality.” The former begins
with as succinct a statement of mysticism as any, albeit
offered in the prose of Weil the instructor rather than
the poetry of Weil the mystic. That it comes as the lead-
in for “a statement of human obligations” only con-
firms Soelle’s and Ruffing’s conclusions. Weil’s opening
pages follow. They ground the moral obligation devel-
oped in later pages.

There is a reality outside the world, that is to
say, outside space and time, outside man’s
mental universe, outside any sphere whatso-
ever that is accessible to human faculties.
Corresponding to this reality, at the center of
the human heart, is the longing for an abso-
lute good, a longing which is always there and
is never appeased by any object in this world.
Another terrestrial manifestation of this real-
ity lies in the absurd and insoluble contradic-
tions which are always the terminus of hu-
man thought when it moves exclusively in this
world.
Just as the reality of this world is the sole foun-
dation of facts, so that other reality is the sole
foundation of good.
That reality is the unique source of all the good
that can exist in this world: that is to say, all
beauty, all truth, all justice, all legitimacy, all
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order, and all human behaviour that is mind-
ful of obligations.
Those minds whose attention and love are
turned towards that reality are the sole inter-
mediary through which good can descend from
there and come among men.
Although it is beyond the reach of any human
faculties, man has the power of turning his
attention and love towards it.
Nothing can ever justify the assumption that
any man, whoever he may be, has been de-
prived of this power.
It is a power which is only real in this world in
so far as it is exercised. The sole condition for
exercising it is consent.
To anyone who does actually consent to di-
recting his attention and love beyond the world,
towards the reality that exists outside the reach
of all human faculties, it is given to succeed in
doing so. In that case, sooner or later, there
descends upon him a part of the good, which
shines through him upon all that surrounds
him.
The combination of these two facts—the long-
ing in the depth of the heart for absolute good,
and the power, though only latent, of direct-
ing attention and love to a reality beyond the
world and of receiving good from it—consti-
tutes a link which attaches every man without
exception to that other reality.
Whoever recognizes that reality recognizes also
that link. Because of it, he holds every human
being without any exception as something sa-
cred to which he is bound to show respect.37

Weil goes on to argue that every-human-being-as-
sacred is not a deduction that can be reasoned from the
world as we know it. The world we know is one of
“unequal objects unequally solicit[ing] our attention.”38

Some people grab our attention, others remain uniden-
tified and unknown, still others belong only to a collec-
tive identity that erases their individuality. Factual world
knowledge alone, as the springboard of action, leads,
Weil says, to inequality of both respect and treatment.
From a strictly empirical point of view, “men are un-
equal in all their relations with the things of this world,
without exception.”39

The point of her essay, however, is “the presence of
a link with the reality outside the world” that is identical
for all human beings and that has consequences for how

all persons are to be understood and treated. All hu-
mans have their center “in an unquenchable desire for
good” that resides on the other side of that thin place
separating the factual world from the world mystical
experience imbibes. By attention to that other reality, we
arrive at a center that belongs to all equally.40 This center
funds a dignity and respect that also belongs to all equally.
Weil does not hesitate to name it the “sacred” that we all
are.

This innate desire for the good and the knowledge
of our own being as sacred can erode, be beaten from
us, or be betrayed. While it is genetic, it is also vulner-
able. Weil’s response is strong moral obligation to repair
the world. “When a man’s life is destroyed or damaged
by some wound or privation of soul or body, which is
due to other men’s actions or negligence, it is not only
his sensibility that suffers but also his aspiration towards
the good. Therefore there has been sacrilege towards
that which is sacred in him.”41 To fail through neglect or
commission to engage and draw out the sacred that
others are, is desecration itself. It is a violation of cre-
ation and an offense against God. Such stark moral-
theological reasoning stands behind Weil’s argument else-
where that the only proper love of neighbor is justice,
not (subject to object) charity. Justice is repair of the
world that rests in mysticism’s knowledge of radical
equality and shared subjectivity (all have the same center,
all merit the respect due the sacred).42

If moral agency, rooted in profound union with being
and consent to it as a communion of sacred subjects,
isn’t left behind in the mystical experience Weil describes,
neither is nature. On the contrary, teeming nature abounds
in much mystical consciousness and holds uncommonly
high rank in mystical visions. Consider Hildegaard’s en-
counter with the divine:

I, the highest and fiery power, have kindled
every living spark…I am…the fiery life of the
divine essence—I am aflame above the beauty
of the fields; I shine in the waters; in the sun,
the moon and the stars, I burn. And by the
means of the airy wind, I stir everything into
quickness with a certain invisible life which
sustains all.43

Or consider Weil’s sentence at the outset of this es-
say, “How can Christianity call itself catholic if the uni-
verse itself is left out?”44 From an essay on “Forms of
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the Implicit Love of God,” this sentence is in the sec-
tion on “Love of the Order of the World.” “Love of
the Order of the World” is itself largely a gloss on the
beauty of the world and on love of matter as the proper
parallel to love of (the human) neighbor. “In the beauty
of the world,” she writes, “brute necessity becomes an
object of love. What is more beautiful than the action
of gravity on the fugitive folds of the sea waves, or on
the almost eternal folds of the mountains?”45 Not less
than Christ is present here. “The beauty of the world is
the co-operation of divine wisdom in creation….The
beauty of the world is Christ’s tender smile for us com-
ing through matter. [Christ] is really present in the uni-
versal beauty.”46

The association with Jesus Christ robs mysticism of
the romanticism it and other expressions of panentheism,
such as sacramentalism, sometimes take on. “God crosses
through the thickness of the world to come to us,” Weil
says.47 That crossing includes the cross itself. A world
afflicted with suffering, pain and injustice is the mystic’s
world. Mysticism’s morality is normally replete with such
themes. The beauty of the world only renders more
poignant its distress—and our complicity.

A Mystical Loving of Creation

Consider old Zossima’s instruction in The Brothers
Karamozov. Like Hildegaard and Weil, Zossima’s spiritual
world is equal parts sacramentalism, asceticism and mys-
ticism. But Dostoevsky’s section title gives momentary
priority to the mystical: “Of Prayer, of Love and of
Contact with Other Worlds.” Note in this passage that
love of God and love of nature, ourselves included, are
the abiding themes. Note also that these are central to
his instruction on sin.

Brothers, be not afraid of men’s sins. Love
man even in his sin, for that already bears the
semblance of divine love and is the highest
love on earth. Love all God’s creation, the
whole of it and every grain of sand. Love ev-
ery leaf, every ray of God’s light! Love the
animals, love the plants, love everything. If
you love everything, you will perceive the di-
vine mystery in things. And once you have per-
ceived it, you will begin to comprehend it cease-
lessly more and more every day. And you will

at last come to love the whole world with an
abiding, universal love. Love the animals: God
has given them the rudiments of thought and
untroubled joy. Do not, therefore, trouble it,
do not torture them, do not deprive them of
their joy, do not go against God’s intent. Man,
do not exalt yourself above the animals: they
are without sin, while you with your majesty
defile the earth by your appearance on it and
you leave the traces of your defilement be-
hind you—alas, this is true of almost every
one of us! Love children especially, for they,
too, like the angels, are without sin, and live to
arouse tender feelings in us and to purify our
hearts, and are as a sort of guidance to us.
Woe to him who offends a child!48

Father Zossima goes on to instruct young monks about
the need for askesis and forgiveness.

Brothers, love is a teacher, but one must know
how to acquire it, for it is acquired with diffi-
culty, it is dearly bought, one must spend a
great deal of labour and time on it, for we
must love not only for a moment and fortu-
itously, but for ever. Anyone can love by acci-
dent, even the wicked can do that. My young
brother asked forgiveness of the birds: it may
seem absurd, but it is right nonetheless, for
everything, like an ocean, flows and comes into
contact with everything else: touch it in one
place and it reverberates at the other end of
the world. It may be madness to beg forgive-
ness of the birds, but, then, it would be easier
for the birds, and for the child, and for every
animal if you were yourself more pleasant than
you are now—just a little easier, anyhow. Ev-
erything is like an ocean, I tell you. Then you
would pray to the birds, too, consumed by a
universal love, as though in a sort of ecstasy,
and pray that they, too, should forgive your
sin. Set great store by this ecstasy, however
absurd people may think it.49

Zossima himself laid great store by such ecstasy. He
also instructed novices in the morality that accompanies
it. His long discourse concludes on this note.

The righteous man departs, but his light re-
mains. People are always saved after the death
of him who came to save them. Men do not
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accept their prophets and slay them, but they
love their martyrs and worship those whom
they have tortured to death. You are working
for the whole, you are acting for the future.
Never seek reward, for your reward on earth
is great as it is: your spiritual joy which only
the righteous find. Fear not the great nor the
powerful, but be wise and always worthy. Know
the right measure, know the right time, get to
know it. When you are left in solitude, pray.
Love to fall upon the earth and kiss it. Kiss
the earth ceaselessly and love it insatiably. Love
all men, love everything, seek that rapture and
ecstasy. Water the earth with the tears of your
joy and love those tears. Be not ashamed of
that ecstasy, prize it, for it is a gift of God, a
great gift, and it is not given to many, but only
to the chosen ones.50

Not all mysticism is so consistently life-charged, so
thoroughly drenched, like the figures in Toni Morrison’s
and Alice Walker’s novels, with earth and the tears of
joy it evokes. In some mysticism, nature and earth are
left behind as discarded cumber. Just as is the case for
asceticism and sacramentalism, so also mysticism must
be tested to see whether its morality is truly earth-hon-
oring.

That said, Zossima’s earth-rich panentheism seems
the natural habitat for much Christian mysticism, whether
Francis’s, Hildegaard’s, Luther’s, or Eckhart’s. This means
what “panentheism” formally means—the finite bears
the infinite, God is present to creation in, through and as
creation. It means, in different words, that nature is a
translucent order with traces of divine habitation every-
where; nature’s diversity is the medium of God’s very
presence. Mystical experience might begin, then, like
Thomas Merton’s, in contemplation of a lone cardinal
in a locust tree, or the swirl of humanity at the intersec-
tion of 4th and Walnut. (“I was suddenly overwhelmed
with the realization that I loved all those people, that
they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien
to one another even though we were total strangers. It
was like waking from a dream of separateness, of spu-
rious self isolation in a special world, the world of re-
nunciation and supposed holiness. The whole illusion of
a separate holy existence is a dream.”)51 Or it might be-
gin with some other encounter—like Dillard and the
weasel. But it is no surprise that mystics end their mo-

ment of transcendent encounter by taking to their gar-
dens, taking to the streets, or taking to their pens. All that
is belongs to the web of all that is, to what Thich Nhat
Hanh names “interbeing.” All belongs to a living Whole.

Passing the test of whether this ethic is earth-honor-
ing, and thus fit for “the great work,” can draw from
mysticism’s strength as strong, “autonomous” moral
agency rooted in this panentheistic apprehension of God
and the universe. Such mysticism is the antithesis of the
alienated relationships typical of modernity. The universe
is a communion of subjects in mystical experience, rather
than a collection of objects.52 The oceanic feeling, like
the ocean itself, encompasses all who dwell therein. The
great illusion, mysticism insists, is the illusion of sepa-
rateness. The great illusion is that the other is object apart
from me, rather than subject in whose presence I am
who I am.

Alienating Subjects from Objects

“Interbeing” and a “communion of subjects” is far from
modernity’s apprehension and treatment, however. The
standard account, reflected in the Monsanto ad, builds
on the famous methodological move of Rene Descartes,
and that is not in error. In his quest for certain knowl-
edge Descartes thought it proper “to cast aside the loose
earth and sand, that I might reach the rock or the clay.”53

The search took him first to his studies, including theol-
ogy. (“I revered our Theology,” he writes, “and aspired
as much as any one to reach heaven: but being given
assuredly to understand that the way is not less open to
the most ignorant than to the most learned, and that the
revealed truths which lead to heaven are above our com-
prehension, I did not presume to subject them to the
impotency of my Reason.”)54 The search sent him trav-
eling as well. “Studying the book of the world,
and…gather[ing] some experience”55 occupied several
years. “[T]he great book of nature” was yet another
contender.56 Neither the book of the world nor the book
of nature availed, however, and his very next words
mark his new path and his decisive move: “I at length
resolved to make myself an object of study, and to
employ all the powers of my mind in choosing the paths
I ought to follow.”57 This turn to the human subject for
certain knowledge (it became the signature of the En-
lightenment itself) could have transpired in numerous
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ways. Descartes’—and modernity’s—fatal move was to
effect disconnection at every point. “During the nine
subsequent years, I did nothing but roam from one place
to another, desirous of being a spectator rather than an
actor in the plays exhibited on the theatre of the world.”58

His life was, he says, “as solitary and retired as in the
most remote desert” though not “deprived of any of
the conveniences to be had in the most populous cit-
ies.”59 This was not, we should note, the ascetic’s reloca-
tion. Descartes is not searching out “the solace of fierce
landscapes”60 in order to let them, in solitude and prayer,
work their ways on egos carefully tuned to their envi-
rons for all signs of life and death. His method of radi-
cal skepticism was a conscious effort to disconnect mind
from body and nature, even society. The locus classicus of
his method, and of the Enlightenment’s turn to the au-
tonomous reason of the autonomous subject as essen-
tially a thinking machine, is this passage.

I observed that, whilst I…wished to think that
all was false, it was absolutely necessary that I,
who thus thought, should be somewhat; and
as I observed that this truth, I think, hence I am,
was so certain and of such evidence, that no
ground of doubt, however extravagant, could
be alleged by the Skeptics capable of shaking
it, I concluded that I might, without scruple,
accept it as the first principle of the Philoso-
phy of which I was in search.61

What immediately follows is as important as this first
principle and belongs to it. It is not as oft-noted.

In the next place, I attentively examined what
I was, and as I observed that I could suppose
that I had no body, and that there was no world and
no place in which I might be, I could not for all
that doubt that I did not exist.62

Dissociated mind and the thinking, independent “I” is
the foundational reality in this cosmology, the sure
ground for knowing the world in pristine detachment
from it. It is “I” as immaterial mind and disembodied
rational consciousness and process, and is described by
Descartes as exactly that.

I thence concluded that I was a substance whose
whole essence or nature consists only in think-

ing, and which, that it may exist, has need of
no place, nor is dependent on any material
thing; so that ‘I,” that is to say, the mind by
which I am what I am, is wholly distinct from
the body, and is even more easily known than
the latter, and is such, that although the latter
were not, it would still continue to be all that
is.63

The easy transfer from “I” to the human self and
the active human subject implies a human self and sub-
ject removed from (the rest of) nature, a self that can at
least imagine itself distinct from body and place and
without need of them.

The point is not only Descartes’ severe mind/body
dualism, however. It is the severe and encompassing
subject/object stance they create. Disassociated human
mind is ranged over against all else as disconnected ob-
ject, including its own body. Immaterial mind over me-
chanical matter, as reigning subject poised over against
passive object, is the ethic that will issue from this
worldview as soon as it finds real-world affinities. It did
find those—in the emerging science, technology, and
economy of the day. Yet the salient matter at the mo-
ment is that subject/object alienation, a profound alien-
ation born of ontological separation of self from body
and world, becomes the trademark of this ethic.64

Descartes himself, having found bedrock, could not
imagine another kind of relationship. Alienation of this
sort is ontological; it belongs to being human in and over
against the rest of the (passive) world. Even fellow ani-
mals are for Descartes automatons, organic machines cut
off not only from reason but consciousness and feeling.
By nature alien to us, he considered these co-creatures in
the same manner as Immanuel Kant: “So far as animals
are concerned, we have no direct duties. Animals are
not self-conscious and are there merely as a means to an
end. That end is man.”65 Neither Descartes nor Kant
had met Dillard’s weasel. Nor could they, given their
life-perspective.

Of all this Mab Segrest asks, intriguingly, “what…if
Descartes had cultivated a community in the years he
cultivated isolation? What would experimenting with
radical belief in human contexts, rather than experiment-
ing with acute doubt in isolation, have brought…? Would
mind then have been more than rationality, his body
easier then to know, if faith had not been so terroristic,
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so repressive, and so out of sync with human curios-
ity?”66 We can fruitfully pose additional questions: what
if Descartes had viewed mind and consciousness as
nature’s own means of coming to awareness of itself in
one of its own species? What if he had entertained mind
and consciousness as nature’s own way of being sub-
ject, and not object only, of being Thou to I and not It
alone? What if natural body and natural mind together
were nature’s own way with us, rather than material body
separated from immaterial mind and de-natured con-
sciousness? And what if Descartes and his disciples had
not conceived nature, including fellow mammals, as
machine, without feeling, sentience, and the capacity to
experience suffering?

The musings of a philosopher and mathematician,
undertaken in isolation as a brilliant twenty- and thirty-
something, would have meant little, however, had they
not joined other streams to carve the channels of a new
epoch. It is Descartes’ way of knowing—active, know-
ing human self as subject/ passive other as object—as
that becomes the way of modern science, technology
and economy that gives his dualism so much purchase
on our lives. Karl Marx can be the guide here, at least
for the topic of alienation.

Marx was shocked and awed by capitalism, in equal
measure.

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one
hundred years, has created more massive and
more colossal productive forces than have all
preceding generations together. Subjection of
Nature’s forces to man, machinery, applica-
tion of chemistry to industry and agriculture,
steam navigation, railways, electric telegraph,
clearing of whole continents for cultivation,
canalization of rivers, whole populations con-
jured out of the ground—what earlier cen-
tury had even a presentiment that such pro-
ductive forces slumber in the lap of social la-
bor?67

That was 1848, and, indeed, no prior century had, to
that point, entertained such a presentiment. None had
subjected nature’s forces to so many different ends on
such magnitudes of scale. Command of the great oceans,
which expanded trade greatly while cutting its costs
sharply, accounted for much. So did the movement of
labor that large sailing ships accommodated. This meant

mass emigration to establish new settler nations as neo-
European outposts. Not a little of it was also the thriv-
ing trade in human bodies themselves, regarded simply
as “hands.” Technological breakthroughs and efficien-
cies created this new world as well. Entrepreneurial capi-
tal supplied motive, means and risk.

 The outcome was self-sustaining, world-transform-
ing change. “The need of a constantly expanding mar-
ket for its products,” Marx writes, “chases the bour-
geoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must
nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions
everywhere.”68 These bourgeois adventurers are “revo-
lutionaries,” Marx says.69

To his dying day, Marx never shed his epoch’s confi-
dence in the possibilities of great progress through hu-
manly-directed economic transformation. But he was
equally impressed, this time negatively, with its shocking
downside. The assault on settled community, the atomi-
zation of society, the generation of poverty accompa-
nying in tandem the generation of wealth, and the raw
exploitation of those who had naught to sell but their
labor—all these were centrifugal spin-offs of
industrialization’s operation in a capitalist mode. 1848 as
a culture looks and feels like this.

All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train
of ancient and venerable prejudices and opin-
ions, are swept away, all new-formed ones be-
come antiquated before they can ossify. All
that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is
profaned, and man is at last compelled to face
with sober senses, his real conditions of life,
and his relations with his kind.70

Descartes’ disembodied rationality as a way of see-
ing the world and acting upon it had by then partnered
with scientific, technological, and economic means to
control and consume that world. Humans under these
conditions have little or no sense of belonging to a wider
existence, to the earthly web of life that is home, or to a
universe that is home as well. They are alienated from
nature and their fellows, disconnected in consciousness
from them except as external resources and objective
conditions. Fixed relations are swept away, new ones
are soon obsolete, and what was holy and sound is pro-
faned or lost.

Marx’s point, as distinct from Descartes’, is that cer-
tain kinds of socio-economic processes create this alien-
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ation. Understanding this demands, as required reading,
Marx’s notes on human nature.

Marx, quite taken with Darwin’s new theory of na-
ture as dynamic, evolving, and interdependent, conceives
human nature dialectically. Human beings and the rest
of nature mutually condition one another in ongoing
transformations. Marx discusses these serial transforma-
tions as the humanizing of nature and the naturalizing
of man.71 “Man himself is a product of Nature, which
has been developed in and along with its environment,”
he writes. “[Human] history…is a real part of natural
history—of nature developing into man.” “The forming
of the five senses is a labor of the entire history of the
world down to the present,”72 he adds in a line that
anticipates conclusions of present-day
paleoanthropologists.73 We are our bodies, ourselves, as
creatures of social-natural evolution.

This humankind/otherkind dialetic holds for every
form of human society. Society is in fact the matrix of
the ongoing evolution of human nature as part of the
wider world. This includes industrial society as a certain
historical-natural “moment” in the long sweep of
nature’s—or earth’s—life. “The nature which develops
in human history—the genesis of human society—is
man’s real nature; hence nature as it develops through
industry, even though in an estranged form, is true anthro-
pological nature.”74

But why an “estranged” form in industrialized soci-
ety, even if genuinely a human one (“anthropological”)?
Answering that centers in a description of the “objecti-
fying” or “externalizing” that happens, as carefully or-
ganized routine, in capitalist orders.

All material production—anywhere, anytime—is
“appropriation of nature by the individual within and
through a definite form of society.”75 But the “definite
form” that is capitalist creates relationships governed by
“exchange value” (money). Both human products and
human activities are externalized, commodified and
“moneyed” in this kind of society. “The individual car-
ries his social power, as well as his bond with society, in
his pocket,” Marx quips.76 The consequence is a vast
gathering of resources, division of labor, and chain of
consumption that transforms nature so as to create a
world seemingly external to us. In one descriptor, Marx
notes as a prime feature the “autonomization of the
world market in which the activity of each individual is
included.”77 Yet the individual feels little part of this

world except as seller of labor or as consumer and cli-
ent. His or her bonds are still genuinely human in that
they are part and parcel of a humanly-constructed way
of living. But that way of living severs sensuous connec-
tions with nature and one another. Human creations,
plus labor itself, become abstracted commodities, with
no lives attached and none in sight. It matters little to us
where something is made, by whom, and with what
consequences for community, family, and environs. The
commodity is foreground, all else is distant background,
exterior to us and rather meaningless. Our social bonds
are all “in our pockets.”78

Since for Marx we are, by nature, inherently social
beings and not self-standing monads, socio-economic
externalizing and objectifying of relationships with one
another and the rest of nature also means self-alienation.
It means the loss of the intersubjectivity that renders us
truly human in a normative sense. It means the loss of
belonging that constitutes our genuine “species being”
(Marx’s term). Treating nature “for the first time” in the
history of human societies as “purely an object for hu-
mankind, purely a matter of utility,”79 and reducing our
connections with one another to narrow points of la-
bor, goods and services, all of which end up as ab-
stracted or objective commodities for market exchange,
may “conquer” nature and generate the new power and
wealth which awed Marx. But this unique subject/ob-
ject ordering of both society and human nature also
renders us alien to the rest of nature, to one another and
thus to ourselves. We create, via the manner of our sys-
temic interaction with all else, both a denaturalized and
dehumanized world. Our “species being” is alienated in
such externalizing arrangements. Violating nature’s sub-
jectivity violates human subjectivity.

Marx’s own solution was to try and imagine a soci-
ety that would alter the way people organized their ba-
sic relationships with one another so as to overcome
this serial alienation. He did not succeed. He did suc-
ceed, however, in showing why and how a homeless
and alienated self emerges, a self that feels free “to ran-
sack the world storehouse and to engorge any and ev-
ery style it comes upon…Nothing is forbidden, all is to
be explored.”80 This disconnected, portable, and alien-
ated self, living in an iron cage of its own making in a
world where all is profaned yet somehow seems natu-
ral, may even come to regard this “complete empti-
ness,”81 or what Max Weber called “this nullity,”82 as the
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desired end of history and the epitome of civilization.
Such is the bitter accomplishment of capitalism as soci-
ety. The mystic might ask, with Rumi, “Why, when God’s
world is so big, did you fall asleep in a prison of all
places?”83

Friedrich Engels, Marx’s partner, sums up with even
more precision than Marx the trail whose crumbs lead
back to Descartes.

To make earth an object of huckstering—the
earth which is our one and all, the first condi-
tion of our existence—was the last step to-
ward making oneself an object of huckster-
ing. It was and is to this very day an immoral-
ity surpassed only by the immorality of self-
alienation. And the original appropriation—the
monopolization of the earth by a few, the ex-
clusion of the rest from that which is the con-
dition of their life—yields nothing in immo-
rality to the subsequent huckstering of the
earth.84

How far such huckstering and its ethic of orderly
alienation is from the “interbeing” of mysticism and its
morality of ontological communion is breathtaking. Yet
the world that Marx and Engels described drew not
only the protests of mystics. It stoked the ire of pro-
phetic-liberative religious traditions even more. To those
we turn.

3. Prophetic-Liberative Practices
and Oppression

“Why do the injuries of nature delight you?,” Ambrose
of Milan asked in the 4th century.

The world has been created for all, while you
rich are trying to keep it for yourselves. Not
merely the possession of the earth, but the
very sky, air and the sea are claimed for the
use of the rich few…Not from your own do
you bestow on the poor man, but you make
return from what is his. For what has been
given as common for the use of all, you ap-
propriate for yourself alone. The earth belongs
to all, not to the rich.85

The heart of Christian prophetic-liberative traditions
is justice-centered Christianity. Its key is shared power.
Ambrose assumes that so long as rich oppress poor
and a good in common is not achieved, so long will
“the injuries of nature delight [us].”

A ditty from the era Marx and Engels studied might
also have introduced this section. An 18th c. quatrain
protesting the English Enclosure Acts goes like this.

The law doth punish man or woman
That steals the goose from the common,
But lets the greater felon loose,
That steals the common from the goose.86

Neither theft is commended. But to steal earth as “the
one and first condition of our existence” (Engels) is the
greater felony. Attaching lot to lot (Isaiah), selling the
poor for a pair of shoes (Amos), and possessing for
exploitation “the very sky, air and…sea” (Ambrose), is
robbery of the kind that cries out to heaven.

Like those of ascetics we will meet momentarily,
prophetic railings and renunciations are the rage side of
a violated vision and a dream deferred. Hope and re-
demption (peace and abundance) is the prophets’
baseline. And hope is always hope for the redemption
of creation as a whole, the people and the land together.
This is redemption as the liberation of all life, from the
cell to the community, a struggle inclusive of the poor,
the weak, the marginalized, the diseased and the disfig-
ured. It is, not least, liberation of exploited and exhausted
nature.

This is where the Bible begins, at least chronologi-
cally. It begins with the account of redemption as the
securing of freedom for slaves (“redemption” is a word
from economic life that refers to buying the freedom
of slaves). The God of mercy and compassion, who
creates a people from those who were no people and
hues a way where there was none, “knows” (experi-
ences) their suffering and goes before in a journey to a
teeming land and fertile Sabbath.

Here, in the Scriptural account, is also the prophets’
picture of earth redeemed. It is a picture of abundant
life, with all nations coming to the mountain of the Lord.

For the prophets, and for the Hebrew Bible as a
whole, the life of faith is justice-centered living. “Righ-
teousness” is the unrelenting theme, “right relations” with
all that is—with one another, with the land, with the rest
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of nature, with God. The fullest possible flourishing of
all life is the very definition of justice in the biblical ac-
count. When justice is done, there is shalom; until it is
done, there can be no peace. It took James Cone to
point out what Martin Luther King, Jr. kept insisting.
“Justice” is an essential ingredient of Christianity as well
as Judaism, but most Christian theologians have failed
to say so and to make it their own starting point.87 To
the extent this is so, the Christian Old Testament itself is
abandoned, since righteousness and justice in its pages
are at the heart of right relation to God and to earth
inclusively. The very calling of the people of God is to
serve as a witness to the ethnoi (the “nations” or the
“Gentiles”) of righteous community.

 In the modern era, this ancient tradition gained from
subjecting society to the interrogations of a new science.
With the great social theorists (Weber, Marx, Durkheim,
Sorrel) and the development of social scientific analysis,
the prophet’s attention to systems, structures, and poli-
cies and how they might be bent in the direction of
shared and saving power, attained a certain sophistica-
tion. The ways in which, and the degrees to which, hu-
man behavior is patterned by the organization of our
life together is the sociologist’s insight. How life together
is organized makes it easier for people to be and do
good and harder to be and do evil. Or, conversely, easier
to be and do evil and harder to be and do good. The
Social Gospel, Christian Realism, and liberation theolo-
gies, together with progressive evangelicalism, have all
learned that fashioning and refashioning institutions, with
special attention to the distribution of power, is critical
to righteous living itself.

The point can be underscored dramatically. The
prophets are beady-eyed about practices—those con-
crete habits we live by. Institutionalized practices are the
true judges of how we’re doing. Ideological claims,
creeds, beliefs, rituals and the noise of solemn assem-
blies pale alongside plain everyday practice as the mea-
sure of our ways. It is as if the prophets said: “Tell us
your income and your zip code and we will tell you
how you live and the effects it generates. Tell us these
and we’ll describe your education, diet, energy use, and
transportation. We’ll tell you the kind of housing you
have, the company you keep, how you spend your lei-
sure time, and how you treat your neighbors and the
world. Whether you’re Lutheran or Buddhist, gentle of

spirit or not, likeable or not, and whatever your race,
ethnic identity, and genes, your habitual practices reflect
your way of life and how it’s organized. Moreover, the
word of Jesus is the same as ours: not those who can
claim Abraham as their father, or who call on God as
their Lord, are saved, but those who do the will of the
Father, whoever and wherever they might be.”

The prophetic-liberative tradition not only assumes
that practices are telling. It also assumes that no matter
how well life is intended, things go awry on a regular
basis. Reform is thus a standing need. Again, institutions
and how they work get riveted attention. Sometimes
prophetic traditions try to institutionalize reforms with
conscious regularity. “Jubilee” (Lev. 25) is an example,
though perhaps a failed one. (There is little evidence it
was ever fully carried out.) In the Jubilee year (50th), land
and animals rest, debts are canceled, land is returned to
its original owners, and Hebrew slaves are freed. The
intent is institutional forgiveness and atonement. These
are means of breaking cycles of accumulation and im-
poverishment and a way to start afresh toward a more
just order. Note that in both Jubilee and Sabbath laws
(which were carried out) regularized practices have in view
the land and animals as well as their tillers and keepers.

This leads to another element in this tradition, men-
tioned briefly above. Just as all creation has standing in,
with, and before God, so, too, all creation is the subject
of redemption. The moral universe is not the human
universe only. It is the socio-communal, the biophysical,
even the geo-planetary, together. We earthlings only oc-
cupy a wee bit of creation, of course. The third rock
from the sun holds few bragging rights in the vast scheme
of things. Yet in this tradition, arising at a time when
humans knew little of the vastness of the universe, and
nothing of its age and its tumultuous journey, its subject
is decidedly earth. That remains relevant. Indeed, it is
newly so, since this particular planet is now endangered
by its power-dominant species. Thus it bears repeating
that the subject of those Genesis creation accounts the
astronauts chose is not humans, but earth and its Cre-
ator. Humans are in fact creatures of earth itself
(haadam—Adam—is from adamah—topsoil). The spe-
cies’ primordial calling is to till and keep adamah. When
Cain kills Abel, it is—why are we surprised?—adamah
that cries out, and it is adamah that is cursed by acts of
human violence. Accursed, too, are the descendents of
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Cain, who are left to wander in the Land of Nod (i.e.,
the Land of Nowhere) as creatures alienated from earth
itself as the source of their own being. Later in the tale,
earth shakes and rocks split as Jesus is tortured and dies.88

“Even the stones cry out for justice,” in the lyrics of a
song about the abuse of earth.89 And on the far end of
the same tale, Christian scripture closes, not with earth
being abandoned but with the curse lifted and earth ful-
filled, or redeemed. The New Jerusalem, its trees of life
lining the banks of its flowing crystal waters, descends
to earth from heaven in a reverse rapture. Then is real-
ized what was always claimed: earth is the very abode
of its Creator.

Attention to how society institutionally organizes
power in its practices, and attention to the need of re-
form in the direction of more equitably shared power,
so as to incrementally prepare the way for a new Jerusa-
lem, can be illustrated in our own setting by attending to
environmental racism. A landmark study, Toxic Wastes
and Race, was made by the United Church of Christ
Commission for Racial Justice in 1987. Later studies,
including those of the Environmental Protection Agency,
confirmed what it showed: while poorer communities
fare far worse than affluent ones as sites of commercial
toxic waste, poorer peoples of color fare worse than
poor whites. Since poor women and children, and es-
pecially poor women and children of color, fare worse
than men in most communities, negative gender and
generational factors correlate as well. In a word, race,
class, age and gender are all intersected by systemically
biased environmental practices. Different communities
suffer different consequences. The wrong side of the
tracks has always been more toxic. In short, injustice is
authorized. It is authorized by privilege and the way privi-
lege organizes power. That most of the privileged are
good people is largely beside the point.

This pattern is not a U. S. phenomenon only. Poorer
nations and poorer communities within nations, most
often non-white societies and communities, bear dis-
proportionate burdens in widespread global trashing.
This holds for communities functioning both as “re-
source pools” and as “sinks” (sites for waste and pollu-
tion). These communities are not the chief sources of
earth’s distress, even in their own locales. The chief
sources are the ranks of socio-economic and racial privi-
lege. But they are the most vulnerable, because of the
way systems work.90

The prophets’ social analysis and the prophets’ agenda
of reform in the direction of more equitably shared
power is confirmed in this brief description of envi-
ronmental racism. So, too, is the prophets’ knowledge
that the fate of society and the fate of the land are inex-
tricable from one another. All we need add from the
prophets is their insistence that all this is the proper agenda
for faith’s own practice. Addressing structural sin as it
affects the whole Community of Life is a task of dis-
cipleship. Justice, too, must be authorized.

The lament of Ambrose, that the injuries of nature
delight us, led him to search for ways to live more lightly,
gently, and equitably on the earth. Such is not only the
way of the prophets. It is the way of ascetics as well.
They may even be its premier exemplars.

4. Asceticism and Consumerism

Santa Barbara, California, was the 1997 site of a “Sym-
posium on the Sacredness of the Environment.” Bruce
Babbitt, Secretary of the Interior in the Clinton Admin-
istration, Carl Pope, then-President of the Sierra Club,
and His All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew
of the Orthodox communions, were all present. Santa
Barbara, like San Francisco, is not a name that jumps to
mind for asceticism as a way of life, at least if the city
rather than the saint is in view. Yet it is not surprising that
Bartholomew spoke of it, and precisely as an “element
in our responsibility toward creation.”91 Asceticism, alive
since the formative years of the Christian movement,
has always been about living lightly, gently, and equitably
upon the earth. It “requires…a voluntary restraint” and
“offers practical examples of conservation.”92 Enkrateia,
or self-control, the Patriarch explained, reduces our con-
sumption and ensures that resources are left for others.93

Enkrateia also frees us from self-directed neediness by
centering us in God and in a disciplined life whereby we
“work in humble harmony with creation and not in ar-
rogant supremacy against it.”94 It fights the consuming
passions of affluence with spiritual richness tethered to
material simplicity. It “provides an example whereby
we may live simply.”95

Asceticism is “not a flight from society and the
world,” the black-frocked Patriarch went on, but “a
communal attitude of mind and way of life that leads
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to the respectful use, and not the abuse of material
goods.”96 By contrast, our prevailing “attitude of mind
and way of life” abuses. “Many human beings have come
to behave as materialistic tyrants;” they “commit crimes
against the natural world” that would be considered anti-
social and illegal behavior if done to other humans.97

Labeling these crimes against nature “sins,”98

Bartholomew explains why this transpires. “Excessive
consumption may be understood to issue from a world-
view of estrangement from self, from land, from life,
and from God,” he says, in the tradition of the desert
fathers and mothers. “Consuming the fruits of the earth
unrestrained, we become consumed ourselves, by ava-
rice and greed. Excessive consumption leaves us emp-
tied, out-of-touch with our deepest self. Asceticism is a
corrective practice, a vision of repentance. Such a vision
will lead us from repentance to return, the return to a
world in which we give, as well as take from creation.”99

A life of taking, rather than reciprocal giving and
receiving in roughly equal measure, has been an object
of disapprobation from Christianity’s outset. A consis-
tent theme in Christian ethics is that we are all “born to
belonging.”100 Belonging means belonging to the same
community, with the same rules and no double stan-
dards. It means placing the welfare of the rest of the
Community of Life inside the same moral framework
as one’s own. Loving “neighbor as self” and self as other
is thus the first rule in the formation of Christian char-
acter and conscience. One-sided “taking,” rather than
reciprocity and mutuality, violates this ethic.

Yet Bartholomew’s specific point was that, to the
tutored sensibilities of asceticism, consumerism has al-
ways been seen as one of the demons, a force corrosive
of character. He is hardly alone. Walter Rauschenbusch,
a major figure in the Social Gospel movement and a
student of capitalism’s downside, worried at the turn
of the last century that competitive commerce creates
wants we don’t need and breaks down “the foresight
and self-restraint which were the slow product of moral
education, and reduces us to the moral habits of sav-
ages who gorge today and fast tomorrow.”101 G. K.
Chesterton, too, worried about the warping effects of
capitalist consumption upon character. He saw not only
serious gorging but something in addition. On a visit to
Times Square in 1922, he observed that all the “colours
and fires” were being attached to an endless flow of

commodities. Light and fire—previously linked to pow-
erful sacred meanings—were now part of the “new
illumination” of mass advertising, an “illumination” that
“has made people weary of proclaiming great things,
by perpetually using it to proclaim small things.”102 A life
of taking, built upon the carefully cultivated desire for essentially
small things that thwart the true self—this is asceticism’s protest.

Neither Chesterton nor Rauschenbusch would live
to see how successful capitalism’s alternative formation
of character would be. Habits were generated and de-
sires created whereby materialism and acquisitiveness were
rendered systemic requirements of the economy itself.
They became requisites, if not actual totems, of the good
life as a life of goods. “Avarice and greed” (to recall
Bartholomew) were transformed into structural needs.
Modern society required them, not as motive and dis-
position, but as habit and practice. Persons who aren’t
greedy by disposition thereby share a way of life similar
to those who are. They fly the same planes, drive the
same cars, live in the same spacious homes, share the
same diet, attain the same degrees, work the same jobs,
and live in the same sub-divisions.

Max Weber, a contemporary of Rauschenbusch and
Chesterton, saw this captivity coming and gave it classic
expression in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capital-
ism.  A “disenchanted,” or utterly secular, world fired by
“economic compulsion” detaches life from “the high-
est spiritual and cultural values,” Weber wrote in 1904.
This compulsion creates “specialists without spirit” as
well as “sensualists without heart” who imagine “this
nullity” to be “a level of civilization never before
achieved.” “In the field of its highest development, in
the United States,” he adds, “the pursuit of wealth,
stripped of its religious and ethical meaning, tends to
become associated with purely mundane passions, which
often give it the character of sport.”103 (One plays the
stock market, for example.) Democracy becomes lib-
erty to acquire wealth and use it as one wishes, rather
than, say, the use of government as an equalizing force
for the common good. Weber’s own question is, what
happens when a capitalist order truly takes hold and
hard work and daily striving are severed from religious
and ethical meaning and from a sense of calling and
duty? Specifically, what happens when “victorious capi-
talism, since it [now] rests on mechanical foundations,”104

no longer needs the religious asceticism that helped es-
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tablish it (i.e., people who, with religious zeal, worked
hard and saved but led frugal lives)? Wealth for inner-
worldly ascetics such as the Puritans was to lie on the
shoulders of the saints “like a light cloak, which can be
thrown aside at any moment.” But “fate,” Weber con-
cludes, “decreed that the cloak has become an iron
cage.”105 With the spirit of asceticism and its ethic gone
from capitalism, we may, like pushers and users, have
become dependent upon a destructive way of life we
cannot escape.

But even Weber could not have pictured the sheer
scale of economic compulsion as a way of life. Or its
planetary downside. The 20th c. saw the economy ex-
pand 14-fold, energy use 16-fold, industrial output 40-
fold, carbon dioxide emissions 13-fold, water use 8-
fold.106 Weber could not have imagined the contrast with
foregoing epochs, either: 10 times more energy use in
the 20th c. than over the previous 1,000 years, more tons
of topsoil lost than were formed over the previous
1,000 years, and more rocks and soil moved by humans
in the 20th c. than by volcanoes, glaciers and tectonic
plates!107 According to Alan Durning, global consumer
classes produced and consumed as many good and ser-
vices in the mere half century from1950-2000 as
throughout the entire period of history prior to that date.108

More on Asceticism and Consumerism

While these are raw, uninterpreted numbers, and the
claims of Weber, Rauschenbusch and Chesterton have
important qualifiers, Bartholomew’s contention that as-
ceticism and consumerism are contrasting ways of life
is surely a safe conclusion. Beginning around 1950 in the
United States, consumerism was explicitly promoted as
a healthy way of life redounding to the common good.
The customer is the responsible, contributing citizen in a
consumer’s republic who, via the overflow of affluence,
furthers democracy and equality. A 1947 photo essay in
the nation’s most popular magazine, Life, entitled “Fam-
ily Status Must Improve—It Should Buy More for It-
self to Better the Living of Others,” spread “before”
and “after” pictures across its pages. “Before” work-
ing-class families in modest surroundings became “af-
ter” middle-class suburbanites with ranch-style houses,
a big yard, and appliance-rich kitchens. Life had illus-
trated what a contemporary Twentieth-Century Fund

study commended: “To achieve a health and decency
standard for everyone by 1960, each U. S. family should
acquire, in addition to a pleasant roof over its head, a
vacuum cleaner, washing machine, stove, electric refrig-
erator, telephone, electric toaster, and such miscellaneous
household supplies as matching dishes, silverware, cook-
ing utensils, tools, cleaning materials, stationery, and post-
age stamps.”109 Both Life and the Fund mirrored the
post-World War II consensus: expanding economic pies
will further the general good of the post-war nation as
a whole and will thus serve the ideals of greater democ-
racy and equality.

The titles of books by respected public figures had
already signaled this emerging consensus: Mobilizing for
Abundance, by New Dealer Robert Nathan, was pub-
lished in 1944; Tomorrow without Fear, by former head of
the wartime Office of Price Administration and later
diplomat Chester Bowles, in 1946. The popular press
was equally avid. Bride magazine’s Handbook for Newly-
weds, widely consulted in the 1950s, carried this message:
“When you buy the dozens of things you never bought
or even thought of before, you are helping to build
greater security for the industries of this country. What
you buy and how you buy it is very vital to your new life
and to our whole American way of living.”110

Yet Bartholomew’s point is not simply that asceti-
cism and consumerism are markedly contrasting ways
of life. The more serious charge is that consumerism
violates an earth-honoring ethic and a morally healthy
self.

Further notes on asceticism support this. In ascetic
traditions, encratia/encrateia (mastery for moral freedom,
or self-control) is achieved by askesis (striving, discipline
or training, in the manner of an athlete). This askesis is
not its own end, however. It is not the latest—or, rather,
earliest—diet and self-help program. Nor is its essence
the ongoing protest against a life of taking and against
the desire for essentially small things. Askesis is the
soulcraft of a disciplined life centered in God. Both
“annunciation” and “renunciation” are consonant with
that life. But “no” to one (distracting) way of life is
uttered on the basis of “yes” to another (centered) way. A
counter-world is thereby nurtured by an ethos alterna-
tive to the cravings of the dominant culture.

It is important to emphasize that the “annunciations”
are foundational, not the protests. What is harmful and
wrong is the contrasting moral pole to what is first cho-
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sen as the better way. Francis chooses voluntary poverty,
even vagabondage, not in order to protest consumption.
He chooses these because stripping down to such na-
kedness yields unmediated contact with the beauty of the
world in God and he desires to live in that beauty. He
needs, voluntarily, to truly be poor in order to stand with
the involuntarily poor and with the self-emptying God
of the poor. His own humanity is at stake.

Francis here, like Eastern ascetics, reflects a theology
common to much asceticism. The quest is for our “natu-
ral” humanity, our “true” self, the kind of creatures we
were created as and, deep down, still are. That quest
always entails struggles to overcome the demons. Still,
exorcism as such isn’t the goal, anymore than poverty is;
the restoration of Adam is. Eden is in view, and flashes
of its ambit of harmony and innocent desire can be
realized in spare and mindful living.

Such freedom and innocent desire will not last, how-
ever. The “old” (but not aboriginal) self re-emerges,
ready to do vice-and-virtue battle all over again. The
Christian life is thus always one of contestation and high
stakes, with the rigor of training essential to moral free-
dom and self-control.

In sum, a life centered in God frees our “natural”
humanity through sound discipline. That discipline en-
tails specific renunciations, renunciations that, if fore-
gone, lead to practices issuing in a false self who acts
unjustly. Thus fasting counters gluttony, vowed poverty
counters possessiveness, frugality counters excess, seclu-
sion and solitude counter excitement and frenzy, prayer
counters false allegiance, a communism of labor and
love counters tedium and fixed social status. And while
the details of askesis vary from time to time and place to
place, soulcraft of this sort always includes disciplining
the ego and the will as they face ostentation, conspicu-
ous consumption, loose sex, and other errant habits of
the surrounding world.

Differently said, asceticism as a way of life in God
includes the “outward” details of any way of life—
clothing and diet, art and architecture, craft and trade,
agricultural and healing practices, guiding ritual—as well
as the “inward” details—godly qualities of psyche, char-
acter and spirit nurtured by sometimes arduous disci-
plines. Regulating all the details, inner and outer, is a no-
tion of the Edenic or “natural” state as one free of
non-essentials and awake to true, innocent desire.

What must not escape us, given a planet in jeopardy,
is that asceticism’s severe “not-of-this-world” dualism
never means “not-of-nature.” On the contrary, practi-
tioners of asceticism have, with all due deliberation,
sought out desert and mountain wilderness, or other
fierce and remote terrain like St. Patrick’s “tempestuous
winds,” “the deep salt sea,” and “the old, eternal
rocks.”111 Or they have created still places, oases of se-
renity, as patches of Eden amidst throbbing centers of
(suspect) civilization. In all these, a detailed sense and
love of place, attuned to all signs of local life, mark
ascetic affairs with the landscape, as it does their meticu-
lous attention to garden, field, and craft. “The desert a
city,” St. Athanasius would write in his famous Life of St.
Anthony. Or, as he penned in his Festal Epistle about Is-
rael, but true with equal force for early monks—they
“walked in the wilderness as an inhabited place. For al-
though, according to the mode of living customary
among men, the place was desert; yet, through the gra-
cious gift of the law, and also through their intercourse
with angels, it was no longer desolate, but inhabited,
yea, more than inhabited.”112

Ascetics often ascribe holiness or sanctity to their “in-
habited, yea, more than inhabited,” wild places. Not by
chance, then, does desert asceticism issue in desert spiri-
tuality and mountain asceticism in mountain spirituality.
Images of the divine in art, hymnody, chant, and prayer
mirror the land and its life. Sacred space is outdoors,
among the elements, not indoors only.

High Irish crosses are a dramatic example. A sun
disk rests at the center of the crossing itself, with flora,
fauna, biblical figures, and the endless Celtic knot carved
in the eternal stone from top to bottom and left to right.
The crosses stand in the open, to mark the damp green
hills as holy ground and places of meditation.

Yet at center is always a life in God. Apart from this,
the rest has no meaning, no real point of lasting refer-
ence. Kathleen Norris’s last entry in Dakota: A Spiritual
Geography captures this well, if cryptically, just as it cap-
tures the power of place.

Weather Report: December 7
3:00 A. M.

Unable to sleep, I’ve been reading the words
of a modern monk:
“You have only to let the place happen to
you…the loneliness, the
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silence, the poverty, the futility, indeed the sil-
liness of your life.”
A warm front is passing through. The great
vault of sky is
painted with high, feathery clouds; the ribs of
a leviathan, or angels’ wings.
I can no longer see my breath. I stand in the
yard a long time, looking at the night.
One of the old ones was asked, “What is it
necessary for the monk to be?” And he said,
“According to me, alone with the Alone.”113

Monasticism is one obvious strand in Orthodox,
Roman Catholic and Anglican communions, but ascetic
Protestant communities have shown similar traits, espe-
cially communities of the Radical Reformation. In re-
cent decades covenanting communities in urban areas,
determined to live simpler, less addicted, and more re-
sponsible post-materialist lives, have also undertaken what
ascetic Christian community has always sought to do:
reject as normative the dominant culture while embody-
ing an alternative in the details of its own more disci-
plined, spare life. These details have, as indicated, in-
cluded treatment of nature as intimate community, even
in dangerous places. Animals, for example, have always
enjoyed the equivalent of “animal rights” with the saints,
even when “rights” as a term was never used. The ef-
fort, to repeat, is always to live more lightly, more gen-
tly, and more equitably on the earth.

If a one-sentence conclusion emerges from ascetic
traditions vis-a-vis the ravages of affluence (where wants
exceed needs) and the ravages of poverty (where needs
exceed resources), it is this.  An asceticism that loves the earth
fiercely in a simple way of life, with disciplined and heightened
senses for God’s presence in all life, is the asceticism needed
now.

Against those who advocate such asceticism, it will
not do to argue, as many have since the 18th c. and espe-
cially since 1950, that the pursuit of wealth under mod-
ern conditions fosters the well-being rather than the cor-
ruption of society. Ascetics counter that even when ex-
panding pies replace fixed ones the ancient judgment
still holds: service to wealth is spiritually-morally destruc-
tive for society as well as individual. Collective and indi-
vidual character is malformed. Social justice and the
common good continue to go unrealized. Severe social
and economic inequalities persist in the U.S. of the 21st

c., for example, even though gross prosperity shot up in
the decades following World War II and consumerism
has reigned supreme since.

Present advocates of simple living also point out
what ancient ascetics could not have. Namely, off-the-
charts consumerism is not only socially corrosive, it is
ecologically unacceptable. Costs of growth exceed gains
to the point of out-and-out unsustainability. Rather than
the well-being of the whole Community of Life in-
creasing, the ranks of some are enhanced at the expense
of earth itself. The present-day ascetic’s conclusion is
like that of prophetic-liberative traditions: conversion
to earth and its requirements is a comprehensive sys-
temic need that plays itself out in our daily habits.

“Heightened senses for God’s presence in all life,”
an essential of the earth-honoring asceticism noted
above, nicely describes sacramentalism, mysticism, and
prophetic-liberative traditions as well. It is a worthy place
to end.

Conclusion

To believe in God and God’s presence in all life is to
disbelieve in the necessity of the world as it is. It is not to
reject the world as such—that continual Christian heresy
and temptation. Ours is a good world gone wrong, not
a wrong world. And to believe in God and God’s pres-
ence in all life is to offer more, a “more” already borne
by earth’s tenacious promise of ongoing and abundant
life. Here, in believing in God’s presence and disbeliev-
ing in the necessity of the world as it is, is the very source
and energy of earth-honoring religious ethics. Here—in
sacramentalism, mysticism, asceticism, and prophetic-
liberative practices—are also potentially earth-honoring
ways of life that draw from shared wells and deep-
running waters.

To be certain, none of these traditions has perfect
pitch. Certainly none is unsullied. Many prophetic-
liberative strands, for example, have yet to overcome
the small-minded anthropocentrism of many well-in-
tended, justice-oriented traditions. And numerous
streams of all these traditions still leave out much of the
universe, to recall Weil’s complaint about a Christianity
not yet catholic. All of them know the temptation of
which Thomas Merton writes—“to diddle around in
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the contemplative life, making itsy-bitsy statues.”114 Still,
those ascetic gymnasts of the soul powerfully expose
consumerism as “the real tinsel” behind all the false tin-
sel115 and the source of a diminished self living a life of
taking. Sacramentalists rightly cultivate critical virtues of
humility, care, awe, and respect in a world that is itself
an extraordinary stanza in the “hymn of the universe,”116

a world worthy of so much more than the ransacked
stage-and-storehouse made of it. Mysticism’s ontologi-
cal communion counters layer upon layer of earth-de-
structive alienation and lives out another possibility qui-
etly, resolutely, gently. And prophets show how carefully
constructed power either fractures or promotes justice
for the Community of Life.

Such traditions, even when badly tarnished, are places
to stand. They carry with them the kind of tenacity and
devotion that religion, and little else, provides. They of-
fer the rich resources of millennial efforts that nurture
the moral-esthetic emotions needed to guide and orient
our lives. Not least, they are treasures shared by most
religions. As such, alliances bridging world faiths might be
forged to counter consumerism, utilitarianism, alienation,
and oppression. Alliances of this kind are the next task
for religious communities serious about saving the planet.
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