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National Novena to our Lady of Knock, August 2019  

God in Creation – learning to read the other Book of Revelation







John Feehan
In the fabulous compendium of Irish Early Christian lore and practice known as the Martyrology of Oengus there is an anecdote about the mysterious St Molua, who lived in the second half of the sixth century, which recounts how on one occasion Saint Mael Anfaidh was out for a walk when he encountered a small bird wailing and sorrowing by the side of the road; and as he wondered what this could mean an angel informed him that ‘Mo Lua son of Ocha has died, and that is why the living things bewail him, for he never killed a  living thing, great nor small; not more do men bewail him than the other living things do, and among them the little bird that you see.’

There is another wonderful story in the life of Saint Ciarán of Saighir, whose first monks in the wilderness of south-west Offaly in 5th century Ireland where he made his hermit’s home were fox and badger, deer and wild boar (I will keep that for Mass if you haven’t heard it). And of course, we know about Francis of Assisi, who spoke of Friar Wolf and made nests for his little sisters, the wild turtle doves.

In the vast and colourful tapestry that is the history of Christianity we find here and there these flecks of green thread that represent occasional intimations of kinship and compassion between ourselves and animals, but these threads contribute little to the great pageant of creation, salvation and redemption depicted there. The tapestry is abundantly adorned with plant and animal life, but only as the backdrop to the great drama that is being enacted centre stage, in which the actors are human beings, made in the image of God. These others were created in the first instance to be at the service of mankind, ‘the most perfect of the animals, since in the order of perfection it ranks highest’, as St Albert describes us: a view of the relationship rooted in the traditional and mistaken understanding of the infamous verses in Genesis 1 in which God confers mastery upon us.

‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.’

This view of the relationship between God, ourselves and other forms of life – ourselves alone, it would appear – created in His image, is copper-fastened in traditional mainstream theology. ‘Reason has not been given to [animals] to have in common with us’, wrote St Augustine, ‘and so, by the most just ordinances of the Creator, both their life and their death is subject to our use.’ In the opinion of Thomas Aquinas:  ‘It is not wrong for man to make use of [animals] either by killing them or in any other way whatever.’ In more modern vein, the Jesuit theologian Joseph Rickaby – echoing the traditional view of what creation is for held as firmly by Martin Luther and John Calvin as by Thomas Aquinas – wrote: ‘Brute beasts, not having understanding and therefore not being persons, cannot have any rights … We have no duties of charity, nor duties of any kind to the lower animals, as neither to sticks and stones.’ And as recently as 1994 the Catholic Catechism stated that ‘God willed creation as a gift addressed to man … Animals, like plants and inanimate beings, are by nature destined for the common good of past, present and future humanity.’

Down the centuries this understanding of the relationship between God and his creatures has been graphically represented by images of the Great Chain of Being, which ranked other creatures below us at intervals that reflected their similarity to us humans, just as it ranked angels and saints at intervals above, between ourselves and God in his heaven. 

But, just as the progress of scientific understanding in astronomy and astrophysics of how creation actually works has transformed the way we see the cosmos, and our human understanding of the fabric of reality: so too, and indeed as part of that broader expansion of the human horizon on cosmic reality in its quest for God, has it transformed our biological appreciation of what God is about, of how God is at work in the world. 

Central to this advance was the technological progress that made the microscope possible, and which began to give us new eyes: eyes that can see what has always been before us, but hidden: we the first privileged to see what had been hidden from all the ages before us: central also was the technological advance that enabled us to visit the deepest recesses of the oceans, the outermost horizons where life is possible. 

The two axes around which our understanding of the true nature of God’s biological handiwork has been utterly revolutionized can be described under the headings of complexity and affinity. All that lives is comparably complex biologically. The cells of other creatures, the building blocks of the body, are no less complex than our human cells. But just stating it like that gives no sense of how mesmerisingly complex, on every level that description is possible, every living creature, plant no less than animal, is. To be truly overwhelmed by this requires knowledge of biology, and the deeper that knowledge the greater the depth to which you are overwhelmed, and few of us are so privileged …

The diversity of life on earth 

Our modern understanding of the theological significance of life on earth begins with the work of the great English naturalist John Ray (1627-1705), who is best remembered today for his monumental contribution to the description and cataloguing of the diversity and complexity of plant and animal life at a time when the scale of diversity and the nature of complexity (and particularly the ways in which plants and animals are adapted for their particular ways of life) were beginning to be appreciated. For him what this demonstrated was the greatness of the God who was behind it: the ‘Wisdom of God’ as he calls it in the title of his seminal summary of his reflections in this area.

We must not forget the profound antithesis between the natural and the supernatural, the material and the spiritual, that had led Christianity between the 3rd and the 16th centuries – in both Catholic and Protestant spirituality and theology – to a scorn and depreciation of nature. John Ray’s open delight in the beauty, order and complexity of the natural world: on a sensory, aesthetic level first of all, augmented by growing understanding and appreciation on an intellectual level, and constantly alert to its spiritual significance, is ‘in striking contrast to the philosophy and religion both of the Catholic and the Protestant traditions.’ To Augustine as to Luther nature belonged to a plane irrelevant if not actually hostile to religion. Its beauty was a temptation, its study a waste of time, its meaning so distorted that there is a radical difference between Nature and Grace.  … But the direct insistence upon the essential unity of natural and revealed, as alike proceeding from and integrated by the divine purpose, had not found clear and well-informed expression until Ray’s book was published.

Ray’s Wisdom of God was profoundly influential (going through four editions in his lifetime, and many more after) most immediately perhaps through its influence on William Paley’s Natural Theology, to which Charles Darwin acknowledged his indebtedness. In the Preface to the definitive edition of his book, published in 1826 (and so just before organic evolution moved to centre stage in biology, just before our human capacity to focus on that fourth dimension of time began to come properly into focus) Ray attempted ‘to run over all the visible works of God in particular, and to trace the footsteps of his wisdom in the composition, order, harmony, and uses of every one of them, as well as of those that I have selected.’ But to do so, he wrote, would be a task not only ‘far transcending my skill and abilities; nay, the joint skill and endeavours of all men now living, or that shall live after a thousand ages, should the world last so long.’ 

In John Ray’s day the number of species – in his words ‘known to science, as the saying goes’ – was under 40,000. But while he acknowledged that this was an under-estimate he can have had no idea whatever of the extent of that under-estimate. 

To date something like 1.7 million species have been described. Half of these are insects, some 250,000 are vascular plants and bryophytes, 41,000 are vertebrates; and then the rest. But this is only the number of those that have been formally described. The true number of multicellular species is likely to be between 10 and 30 million. Whether the figure is five or thirty million scarcely matters as far as our human ability to get our head around such numbers is concerned: to comprehend even a million is beyond us. 

And as we struggle to identify order within this bewildering diversity, there is a danger implicit in taxonomy that we think of them in terms somewhat analogous to a vast, colourful stamp collection to be sorted. And here, perhaps, we face the greatest challenge. For every one of these millions is biologically as complex as I am, made with the same loving care, unfolded from the same seed of being at the beginning of things, has travelled an evolutionary journey similar to mine, from the same starting point, but in a different and complementary direction. 

Actual numbers of species are only one aspect, one measure, of the diversity of life. The other is diversity at the level of groups or organisms. To get a sense of this, consider two of the most popular university textbooks on biodiversity: Barnes’ The Diversity of Life on Earth, and Five Kingdoms, by Lynn Magulis and Karlene Schwartz. These are a sort of ‘Who’s Who’ of life, a taxonomic equivalent of our human Biographical Dictionaries, in which each group is allocated space proportional to its biological stature, just as in these dictionaries the number of words is (supposedly) proportional to the significance of the individual in question. 

In Professor Barnes’ book, insects – which as we have just seen account for half the living species that have been described ​– insects occupy a mere five or six pages out of the total of 345. The rest is taken up with the remaining 88 phyla of Life on Earth: each as deserving of its few pages as the next. Vertebrates – mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians and fishes – get 8 pages. Mammals get half a page. In the 300 or so descriptive pages of Margulis and Swartz’ book (the other popular Who’s Who of Life on Earth) vertebrates and their relatives merit a mere five out of a total of 520 pages. The rest is given over to similarly concise descriptive accounts of all the other groups of equally complex organisms. A few of these are familiar to be sure – molluscs, crustaceans, annelids for example – but most are likely to be unfamiliar, even to many biologists: Gnathostomulids, Rhombozoa, Orthonectida, Nematomorphs, Acanthocephala, Kinorynchs, Priapulida, Gastrotrichs, Loricifera, Entoprocts, Pogonophora and Onychophora to name at random a dozen of the 37 phyla of animals listed in Margulis and Schwartz. 

Insects are divided into 34 groups known as ‘orders’, the common names of some of which are familiar – butterflies, beetles, dragonflies – others less so. But we know little about the lives of the overwhelming majority, even of those that have been formally described and named ​ – never mind those that have not, and in all likelihood never well be. Yet each represents a unique and marvellous achievement of living possibility. It is difficult to convey in words any real impression of the ingenuity with which every possible mode of existence is exploited through this kaleidoscopic natural diversity. Every possible source of energy and material is utilized: and most of this is hidden from us. The more deeply you can immerse yourself in these wonderful creatures, the more you come to understand their complexity and their beauty, the adaptations each of them has developed on its unique evolutionary journey: which fit each of them to its unique mode of living – the closer you appreciate them as the Divine Mind appreciates them.

No more than we can relate visually to particle physics can we relate fully to this, but to the extent we can, we touch the hem of God’s own self-fulfilment in being.

Biodiversity and Laudato si’ 

An appreciation of all of this is the essential foundation for the remarkable passages in Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato si’ on the meaning and worth of individual species. It is precisely its rootedness in this essential biological foundation that gives these passages their depth of meaning: and it is only against this background that we can properly appreciate the conversion to which the encyclical calls us in this regard. 

The creatures of the earth were not created in the first instance for us to dispose of as we will, regardless of their place in God’s plan. They are primarily for ‘the fulfilment of God’s own unfolding plan for Creation.’ (Laudato si, 53). 

Together with our obligation to use the earth’s goods responsibly, we are called to recognize that other living beings have a value of their own in God’s eyes; “by their mere existence they bless him and give him glory” (Catechism of the Catholic Church 2416).’ (Laudato si, 69).

Each of the various creatures, willed in its own being, 

reflects in its own way a ray of God’s infinite wisdom and goodness. 

Man must therefore respect the particular goodness of every creature, 

to avoid any disordered use of things. (Laudato si, 69). 

Creation is ‘God’s loving plan in which every creature has its own value and significance.’ (Laudato si, 76). 

Even the fleeting lives of the least of beings is the object of his love, and in its few seconds of existence, God enfolds it with his affection. (Laudato si, 77). 

Everything is, as it were, a caress of God. (Laudato si, 84).
Our meditation upon the meaning of it all is deepened as the progress of understanding of the nature of creation’s diversity makes it ever clearer to us that creation is not in the first instance for us. 

‘Each creature has its own purpose,’ Laudato si’ reminds us; 

‘The ultimate purpose of other creatures is not to be found in us. Rather, all creatures are moving forward with us and through us to a common point of arrival, which is God.’ 

Only such meditation will bring home to us the depth of truth in which such phrases in the encyclical are rooted. 

This meditation begins with attention. Pope Francis speaks of the ‘mystical meaning to be found’ in the smallest detail (the example he chooses is a leaf). He quotes Patriarch Bartholomew: ‘It is our humble conviction that the divine and the humble meet in the slightest detail in the seamless garment of God’s creation, in the last speck of dust in our planet.’ The (first) passage continues:

The ideal is not only to pass from the exterior to the interior to discover the action of God in the soul, but also to discover God in all things. Saint Bonaventure teaches us that ‘contemplation deepens the more we feel the working of God’s grace within our hearts, and the better we learn to encounter God in creatures outside ourselves.’

Read this again carefully. Traditionally we might perhaps have registered the first part of this sentence with greater force: ‘contemplation deepens the more we feel the working of God’s grace within our hearts’; but now we need to register the second part with equal appreciation: ‘contemplation deepens the better we learn to encounter God in creatures outside ourselves.’ 

But this calls on us to stop where we are and to look, and in the engagement that follows, sensory, rational and conative, to attend. When Jesus says, ‘Consider the lilies …’ he is saying, in so many words if we think deeply enough about it, drop everything for a time and come, follow me in this direction, along this other dimension that takes me through and beyond time. The injunction to consider the lilies can be a little misleading since for us ‘lilies’ are exotic, flamboyant flowers in gardens and florists, fit for the altar. But in the Middle East they are the weeds of the wayside – the Palestinian equivalent of dandelions and daisies and  primroses on the edge of our cultivated fields. 

Evolution in Laudato si’
A profoundly important aspect of biodiversity that can easily escape our first reading of the encyclical – and indeed our second or hundredth reading of it – is that this wondrous ‘web of life’, this rainbow of living diversity, cannot be described in the three dimensions of space. Indeed, to confine it to these dimensions of the present, and although as such it defies beyond measure our human capacity to take it all in, is to miss something absolutely central to its ultimate meaning.

The biodiversity of our age is but a still frame in a moving narrative. We now see that the mesmerising abundance of life on earth is not defined by the tiny fraction of it that we humans experience or can experience: the still frame in this moving narrative which is all that we can experience, our time on earth confined as it is to the last 100,000 years or so. Although it is possible to argue that living diversity had reached a peak around the time humans first appeared on earth, there has been comparable diversity during every period of geological time, always different, the mesmerising biodiversity of any one period of geological time – which few but palaeontologists are privileged to wonder at – an efflorescence of hitherto unexpressed embryonic possibility. 

The touch of Laudato si’ on this fundamental fourth dimension and its implications is of the very gentlest: in Paragraph 80 God’s divine presence ‘continues the work of creation.’ ‘The universe unfolds in God, who fills it completely’ in Paragraph 233; ‘Faith allows us to interpret the meaning and the mysterious beauty of what is unfolding’ in Paragraph 79. The gentle touch of a feather: for all that this is explosive in its spiritual significance it is explored no further, essentially for reasons of ecclesiastical diplomacy, guaranteed as it is in this age of our theological infancy to stir up a hornet’s nest of conservative outrage in the church, particularly in those quarters where Pope Francis is trying to wrestle with conservative opinion in other, more immediately pressing, issues equally critical to a mature understanding of how God is at work in the world. 

The wonder of individual species

It is extraordinarily difficult for us to appreciate the evolutionary achievement individual species represents. We must always start by remembering that this species before me, this flower or woodlouse in the crannied wall, this worm in the soil, stands at the end of an evolutionary journey as long as our human journey; that if we follow the path of that journey backwards through geological time it will meet with ours, because the mesmerizingly complex network of the paths they trace is a family tree. We are all, every species of us, brother and sister to different degrees of consanguinity. The differences that define us are always related to the demands of the different ways of life to which we have become adapted during that long journey. 

Each looks out upon, and presents itself to, a world centred on its self, focused through senses that apprehend those elements and dimensions of reality that are relevant to it. Each is therefore, in essence, a life made possible and supported by a unique combination of the material and energetic resources present in the world. It is the embodiment of these resources, exploiting through them a unique mode of living possibility presented by the evolving cosmos. But when we observe the lives of other creatures we inevitably see them through our own human eyes. We cannot appreciate the fulfilment their being brings, feel as they feel, think as they ‘think’, enjoy as they, each in its unique way enjoy. What then, can we know of God they embody and reflect?

Time and again in my growing acquaintance with the lives of particular creatures I have been so overwhelmed, mesmerised, by the wonder of their lives: but more than this, as I have meditated on each in turn, sucked into their lives, every time overwhelmed at the realisation of how each is as fully the centre of its world as we are. The list of the creatures whose lives I have shared in this intimate way extends to several hundred now, and I never lose sight of the fact that this is the smallest fraction of all there is or was. And how dare I use the word ‘intimate’ for a mere acquaintance, for it is in truth no more than that. And how must my appreciation pale beside that of the God whose ideas they are: ‘… intimations of things which for their greater part escape our sensual experience, but which to an increasing consciousness may yield their secrets’ (to quote E.L. Grant-Watson). 

*****

St Albert wrote his magisterial work on the Natural History of Animals – the first encyclopaedia of biodiversity – during the lifetime of Thomas Aquinas (between 1258 and 1262). In this fantastic book – fantastic in both senses of that word – he gathered together everything that was known about animals in his day. It’s full of direct observation, in keeping with his dictum that man’s knowledge must begin with an apprehension of reality obtained from direct encounters with nature itself.

The total number of species in Albert’s catalogue of all God’s creatures ran to just 500, overwhelmingly dominated by the ones we could see with our own eyes. And how much more might we expect to know? In one of his Sermons, St Columban wrote – (I suppose this would be around 600 AD) – of how little we should expect to know of God’s creatures; ‘Our small minds are not made for that’ he wrote; ‘Think of this world our familiar earth and sea: familiar indeed, and how much we know of them, and how little. What do we know of the teeming life beneath the waves, or even on much of the surface of the earth?’  The answer is that today we know an absolutely incredible amount. We know of creatures he could never, ever, have imagined.

There is no more magisterial statement of the theological meaning of biological diversity than that found in St Thomas’ Summa Theologiae: ‘God cannot express himself fully in any one creature: and so he has produced many and diverse life-forms, so that what one lacks in its expression of divine goodness may be compensated for by others: for goodness, which in God is single and undifferentiated, in creatures is refracted into a myriad hues of being.’

But in 1250 our direct encounter with the rest of creation was limited by the fact that it was effectively confined to Europe and the lands just beyond its borders. As for what we knew of the life of the ocean, it scarcely extended beyond paddling depth; and limited not only by that, but by the limits of vision of the un-extended human eye (remember the microscope is several centuries into the future) just as until the early 17th century our experience of celestial creation above the atmosphere was limited to what the eye could see without the fabulous extension provided by the telescope: and our speculations about what ultimately lay Behind and Beyond and Beneath it All could only be the lisping of a child in its conception of what That could possibly mean, spelt out in the syllables of intelligent apes, conjured out of human ideas of Might and Majesty.

And perhaps the simple, beautiful words of the Angelic Doctor were adequate articulation of our 13th century understanding of what God is about in creation. But nothing less than an endless symphony, sounded with all the harmony the advance of musical sensibility makes possible, will do in response to what the progress of modern biology allows us to see of the nature and genesis – and familial kinship – of life on earth, of which we are the chosen one species in whose hands is placed the responsibility for its preservation and continuance. 

Incarnation

One of the foundational concepts of neoplatonism, seen in a more developed Christian way in the writings of St Thomas, is that all the different forms of being we see in creation are embodiments of ‘ideas’ in the ‘mind’ of God: but in the mind of God they are perfect: the archetypes of the beauty to which we respond in creatures. It was part of the thinking of the philosophers who pondered the Great Chain of Being that, God being what He is, every possibility would have to be realised, embodied in creation: and indeed this conviction was behind the search to discover new forms and patterns; and the more deeply continued search penetrates, the closer we come to an appreciation of such ‘archetypes’ in the mind of God – or as close as it is possible for our human mind and body to do so. 

And yet: in theology we are held fast in a formulation of what incarnation means that was welded together to still the speculative theological turmoil that was rife in 325 AD, even though that formulation is steeped in a child’s grasp of what creation means. We are reminded of something Charles Raven wrote 65 years ago:

We as human creatures limited by our status cannot speak with knowledge of what transcends our experience: we may lay down certain propositions about the nature of the Godhead, we may support them by inference and analogy, but it is sinful pride, and great foolishness, to talk as if we could define the infinite or formulate absolute truth. We must beware of claiming for our words an ultimate wisdom, an inerrant authority.

It is worth emphasising again that the spark that inflames the tinder of our human thirst for God is our physical, emotional and intellectual encounter with creation in the first instance. The leap of recognition that finds expression in our joy at what we find there is the same for the spirit of a Stone Age me gazing at the sunset or at shoals of salmon swimming upstream to spawn, or at a snowfall of wood anemones in an April forest, as it is for modern me thrilling to the beauty of the Krebs Cycle in biochemistry or the equations to which electrons dance, or the newly discovered intricacies of the lives of orchids or bats or hoverflies. And it is the search that matters most immediately, not the explanation we give of what we think we are doing in the sense of ‘why’ am I doing it.

When we look at the beauty (in all or any of its dimensions: aesthetic or intellectual etc.) we do not see a reflection of a Creator that is Other, an absent artificer. We see ​– experience – something of God. We are in the presence of God. I am with God. I am in God. And God is in me: as He is in the buttercup or the butterfly – or the spider – my experience encounters and attempts to embrace. For Thomas each is an expression, an embodiment, shaped by matter and energy, of an aspect of the beauty of the creator: not merely a reflection in a mirror of some aspect of the divine.

We must preface every attempt to speak of this with acknowledgement of the utter inadequacy of the words we must use to speak of it, most of all of course the word ‘God’ itself. Creation is the embodiment of God. This is not to say creatures are God, who is Other and Beyond – though not in any spatial sense because dimensionality enters the picture only with the coming into being of material things. Creation is the appearance of God in materiality: the things of creation on the one hand and the unfolding process that is cosmic evolution on the other. When we respond to beauty, truth, joy, intelligibility in any facet of creation we are in tune with that something of God at the heart of it. No wonder we stumble over ourselves here in our attempts to find words that will fit. Something of God, but the tiniest scintilla, and touched only when we reach, heard only when we listen. We pick it up with our senses, with our mind, with our spirit. We may perhaps not recognise it for what it is if our reception is sensual only, or if it is emotional only, or only intellectual: we receive it through all that we are.  

The dimming of the rainbow of life on earth 

As we come to better understand God’s purpose in creation in this light – the same light with which Thomas Aquinas saw it, but ours is a brighter light by far – as it becomes clearer to us that creation is at its most fundamental about God’s own self-fulfilment in Being … not therefore for us or about us in the first instance, however central we are to its continuation into the future God intends; as we come to better understand God’s purpose in creation in this light, we begin to see that the haemorrhaging of the living abundance and diversity of life we are bringing about in our time, the greatest ecological extinction the earth has ever experienced, has a significance that goes way beyond our concern for its impact upon our human welfare. 

We evaluate the critical nature of the biodiversity crisis in terms of its effects on the human situation. But now that we come to see – are beginning to see – earth alive as the very embodiment of divine purpose, everything in that human-centred perspective changes. This dimming of the rainbow of life’s diversity is not merely inconvenient, potentially disastrous. It is denial of God’s purpose. If we truly believe, and bring our understanding to bear upon what we are making of the world, we should be horrified. God’s mind and heart and word to us are in all the species that weave life’s diversity. Just as we look back appalled at the venality and cruelty of the advance of Christianity over the centuries, so (a thousand years into the future) we may look back on our moment of custodianship of the earth as the time we lost our way – again.  

It is given to us, our unique privilege and responsibility, to care for the earth not as we would care for a garden in which we grow the vegetables that sustain us, but because it is the garden God walks in, and we have been invited to walk with him. We are placed in this Garden of Eden to share in God’s own wonder and delight at his creation; ourselves alone endowed with that gift of Mind that enables us to tend and nurture it as God wants us to tend it.

*****

I would like to conclude by reading for you a passage from Willigis Jager.

God incarnates in the cosmos. He and his incarnations are inseparably connected with one another. He is not in his incarnation; He manifests himself as incarnation.  He reveals himself in the tree as tree, in the animal as animal, in the person as person, and in the angel as angel. They are not creatures in addition to which there is a God who slips into them. God is each and every one of these creatures and yet he is not them, since God never exhausts himself in any single creature, but is always all the others as well. It is precisely this that is the experience of the mystic. The mystic apprehends the cosmos as the meaningful manifestation of God, while many people behave towards the cosmos like illiterates toward a poem. They count the individual letters and words but are unable to understand the meaning that gives the entire poem its form.
  

� Willigis Jäger, Mysticism for Modern Times (2006). 





