[image: Cover]
Table of Contents
Cover
Praise for A New Harmony
Other Books by John Philip Newell
Title page
Copyright page
PROLOGUE
DEDICATION
Part ONE: THE ANCIENT HARMONY
CHAPTER 1 EVERY BUSH IS BURNING
CHAPTER 2 OUTBURSTS OF SINGULARITY
CHAPTER 3 KEEP ON REMEMBERING
Part TWO: THE BROKEN HARMONY
CHAPTER 4 LOOKING SUFFERING STRAIGHT IN THE FACE
CHAPTER 5 DIGGING GOD OUT
CHAPTER 6 A BALM FOR ALL WOUNDS
Part THREE: THE NEW HARMONY
CHAPTER 7 A PEARL OF GREAT PRICE
CHAPTER 8 REDISCOVERING AN OLDER UNITY
CHAPTER 9 MAKING WHOLE AGAIN
EPILOGUE
THE AUTHOR

Praise for A New Harmony
“A New Harmony is a theology that is at once a prayer, and a prayer that is at once a theology. John Philip Newell offers herein a deeply nondualistic theology that is authentically Christian but one that has also listened intently to Hindu traditions. The result is a vision of interrelatedness that is more fundamental than all the fragmentations that mark our age and the human heart. The tragic reality of rupture is not denied, but Newell is rooted in a tradition of divine immanence that refuses to give to brokenness the final word. Instead, we are invited into a new and at once ancient harmony, one in which we move and live and have our being. This wisdom can make us hale by making us whole, if we would but listen.”–John J. Thatamanil, author, The Immanent Divine: God, Creation, and the Human Predicament
“John Philip Newell calls his unifying approach to Christianity ‘new-ancient.’ The ‘ancient’ he offers in this volume draws on the vast array of spiritual riches in our Christian tradition. The ‘new’ is as provocative and life-giving as the latest work from prophetic writers such as Rob Bell, Marcus Borg, and Newsweek’s Lisa Miller. All are engaged in global conversation about the pathway that lies ahead, not only for the world’s two billion Christians, but for all of humanity and all of God’s Creation.” –David Crumm, editor, www.ReadTheSpirit.com 
“This book represents what is becoming a new and abundant source for theology, although it is the oldest source of all—creation itself! How could we have missed what John Philip Newell now makes so obvious and so exciting?”–Richard Rohr, O.F.M., Center for Action and Contemplation
“John Philip Newell possesses three gifts of the Spirit that are too rarely found in the same person at the same time. He is able to see the divine wholeness in our clearly fractured reality. He is able to articulate that wholeness so that we can see it too. Finally, he is able to connect his vision to action so that we are able to follow him into the new harmony he describes so compellingly–and all without a shred of sentimentality. If you know John Philip, here is an opportunity to be with him again. If you do not know him, this is a grand place to start.” –Barbara Brown Taylor, author, An Altar in the World
“In these pages Celtic consciousness and scholarship once again awaken the heart and mind to what is real in religion, the everyday beauty and sacredness of things. Simply, but not simplistically, written, the author moves from dreams and everyday encounters to teachings from creation-centered mystics and today’s scientific cosmology, offering the reader a spiritual ride of depth and exhilaration. He provides a radical challenge to the boredom that institutional religion so often elicits. With a book like this, religious history looks less bleak and spirituality much closer to home.”–Matthew Fox, author, Original Blessing
“A gift with a catch to it! A New Harmony is another little gem of spiritual wisdom from John Philip Newell. Often autobiographical, always engaging, at this moment when hope seems to recede from our nation and our planet, these reflections invite us into a hope for the renewal of an ancient harmony.”–Wendy Farley, author, Tragic Vision: A Contemporary Theodicy
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PROLOGUE



The word kosmos in ancient Greek means “a harmony of parts.” In the classical world, everything in the universe was viewed as moving in relation to everything else. This ancient understanding of the cosmos is being born afresh today in radically new ways. We are realizing that the whole of reality is one. In nearly every dimension of life—whether economic or religious, scientific or political—there is a growing awareness of earth’s essential interrelatedness. This new-ancient way of seeing is radically challenging us to see ourselves as connected with everything else that exists. And it means that any true vision of reality must also be a cosmology, a way of relating the parts to the whole, of seeing our distinct journeys in relation to the one journey of the universe.

A few years ago, my wife and I went on pilgrimage to the Sinai. There were four of us—Mousa, our desert guide; Hamda, our Bedouin cook; and Ali and me. We slept under the open skies at night, and every morning before sunrise we would hear the crackling of the breakfast fire prepared by Hamda. Somehow in the barren landscape of the Sinai she would find dead roots of desert bushes for kindling in order to freshly bake us unleavened bread for breakfast. Then the great fire of the rising sun would blaze over the eastern horizon to warm our night-chilled bodies.

On the last day, we made our way to Mount Sinai, climbed half of it on camel back, then hiked the centuries-old carved steps of stone to the peak for sunset. No one else was with us on the summit as the setting sun threw its red radiance across the great range of desert peaks. We visited the three shrines of prayer that honor the disclosure of the Holy Presence in this place—one Jewish, one Christian, one Muslim—and descended the mountain in silence. The moon was fat, and its whiteness shone off the desert sand, throwing moon shadows from the high rocks and the sharp turns of our descent. At the mountain base, we approached the fourth-century St. Catherine’s Monastery where we were to spend the night. In the moonlight it looked as it might have looked at any time in its sixteen centuries. And although it held within its walls a Christian monastic community, a burning bush revered by Jewish pilgrims, and a mosque prayed in by Muslims from around the world, under the moon’s light it looked as one.

Carl Jung speaks of “moon-like consciousness,” a way of seeing in which we more readily perceive oneness than differentiation.1 When I walk under the light of the moon, I am at times almost speechless with wonder. Under the moonlight, life’s edges are not so sharply defined. The boundaries are less distinct. In the daylight, in contrast, I have much more to say because I am seeing everything more analytically. The parts are easily distinguished from the whole. Moon-like consciousness is ours in dream life and meditative practice as well, as it is in some of our earliest memories of childhood when we glimpsed the “Golden World,” as Robert Johnson calls it, the world of unitary vision rather than separation.2 What has happened to our moon-like consciousness?

The next day at St. Catherine’s Monastery, under the scorching heat of the midday sun, I noticed Jewish pilgrims scolding their children for tearing off bits of the burning bush, Muslim attendants at the mosque barking out instructions for visitors to take off their shoes, and Christian monks avidly selling tickets so that pilgrims might view the ancient holy manuscripts. This was no longer moon-like consciousness. This was seeing by the light of day.

The reality is that we need both. We need moon-like consciousness and sun-like consciousness, even if the latter has a way of highlighting the crude nature of our separations. We need the distinct wisdoms that underlie our different cultures and traditions. But without moon-like consciousness, without remembering that our human journey began as one and that the birth of the earth and its unfolding life are one, we will splinter further and further into fragmented parts in which we dangerously forget the whole. Sun-like consciousness alone, with its primary focus on differentiation—whether between individuals or nations or species—has proved to be inadequate. It is not enough. But today a new-ancient way of seeing is being born, a moon-like consciousness in which we are remembering also our oneness. How do we translate this awareness into action?

Being newly aware of life’s essential oneness does not mean that we should downplay the unique treasure of our various wisdom traditions. My experience of working closely with teachers from other religious households leads me to believe that we should dig more deeply into our distinct treasure troves in order to offer wisdom to one another. We can serve the new awareness most effectively not by watering down the distinctness of our traditions but by bringing our varied gifts to serve one another and our shared journey—the journey of the earth and the human soul.

A New Harmony: The Spirit, the Earth, and the Human Soul is written from within the Christian household. It is an attempt to serve the emerging awareness of life’s essential oneness by drawing in part on the ancient wisdom of Jesus. But it is not a book only for Christians. My desire is to communicate across the boundaries of religion and race that have separated us and to honor our distinct inheritances by serving what is deeper still—the oneness of our origins and the oneness of earth’s destiny.

The book follows a threefold pattern. In the first part, I explore the ancient harmony that is deep in the matter of the universe, the essential interwovenness of all things. Everything, whether the expanding light of distant galaxies or humanity’s inner light of mind and consciousness, carries within itself the life of the universe’s shared beginning. Second, I explore the brokenness of our harmony, whether as individuals and families or as nations and species. Knowing and naming the extent and depth of our disharmony is essential to finding the way forward. Confronting our brokenness, individually and together, is integral to the hope for healing. And third, I ask how we can be part of a new harmony. What is the cost, both personal and collective, of releasing life’s essential oneness in radically new and transformative ways?

One of the most precious teachings in the Celtic Christian world is the memory of John the Beloved leaning against Jesus at the Last Supper. It was said of him that he therefore heard the heartbeat of God. He became a symbol of the practice of listening—listening deep within ourselves, listening deep within one another, listening deep within the body of the earth for the beat of the Holy. Do we know, each one of us, that we are bearers of the sacred beat of life? Do we know that we can honor that beat in one another and in all things? And do we know that it is this combination—of knowing that we are bearers of Presence and of choosing to honor the Presence in one another—that holds the key to transformation in our lives and world?

To listen for the heartbeat of God is to listen both within the vastness of the universe and within the intimacy of our own hearts. And it is to know these distinct ways of listening as essentially one, as two aspects of the same posture of consciousness. The deeper we move in the mystery of our soul, the closer we come to hearing the beat of the cosmos; and the more we expand our awareness into the vastness of the universe, the closer we come to knowing the unbounded Presence at the heart of our being and every being. As new science is teaching us, the microcosm and the macrocosm are one. Our lives are part of the cosmos, and the cosmos is part of us. The life of humanity is not an appendix or an exception to the universe. It is a unique expression of the universe. And each of us carries the essence of the cosmos within us.

In the late 1980s, my wife and I moved to the Western Isles of Scotland to take up the wardenship of Iona Abbey, a modern-day religious community committed to nonviolence and justice. Since the sixth century, Iona has been a place of pilgrimage to which countless numbers of men and women have come seeking new beginnings in their lives and nations. Today hundreds of thousands visit the island every year and pray for peace. Early in our time on the island, I overheard a profound conversation between our two eldest children. They were still young enough to be profound! Brendan, five years of age, was asking our seven-year-old Rowan, “Where is God?” to which she replied, “God is in our hearts.” Brendan sat looking perplexed by this answer and then, after a moment of silence, said, “So, God goes beat, beat, beat.”

When I am asked to say one thing about spirituality, I often quote my Brendan. God goes beat, beat, beat. God, the very heartbeat of life, the Soul within our soul, the Presence without whom there would be no present. But my Brendan now as a young man is often unable to hear the beat at the heart of life. In his late teens he suffered a severe mental breakdown that holds him in a type of imprisonment to anxiety and at times paranoia. The longer we have lived with mental illness within us as a family, the more I have come to believe that Brendan’s illness is not his, in a limited sense. It is certainly his on a daily basis as he battles fear in almost every moment and every relationship. But it is not limitedly his. It is ours, ours as a family but also ours as a society and as a world today. Through Brendan we have come to know other young men who similarly suffer from anxiety. These are sensitive and often artistic young men. They are manifesting our illness. They are exhibiting symptoms of the fear that drives our nations, our societies, our lifestyles. And I have come to believe that Brendan will not be truly well until we are well, and that we will not be truly well until Brendan and others like him are well. Our healing belongs inextricably together.

We live in the midst of a new consciousness of life’s interrelatedness. And this awareness relates both to life’s essential oneness and to life’s shared brokenness. Like never before in the history of humanity, we are becoming aware that what we do to a part we do to the whole, that the parts will not be well as long as the whole is neglected, and that the whole will not be well if the parts are neglected. We know that it is meaningless to speak of being truly well as parents if our children are unwell. We know that we cannot claim true wellness for our nation as long as other nations are suffering. And we know that the human species can in no sense be considered healthy when the body of the earth is deeply infected. Wellness is found not in isolation but in relationship.

This emerging awareness can be described as a new Pentecost on a vast and unprecedented scale. It can be described as a fresh outpouring of Spirit. Just as Hebrew Scripture begins with a description of the Wind of God hovering over the chaotic deep at the beginning of time to bring forth creation in its oneness, that same Spirit is hovering over the depths of the human soul today to bring forth a consciousness of life’s oneness that we could never before have imagined. Similarly, at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles in Christian Scripture there is the story of the Holy Spirit breathing a new passion for oneness into the early followers of Jesus, so that on Pentecost day in Jerusalem, they spoke a language that could be understood by every nation. That same Spirit is breathing a new vision of oneness into our awareness today. And it transcends the narrow boundaries that our nations and religions have tried to place around us. A new and vast Pentecost is stirring in the human soul. How will we serve it?

This awareness of earth’s essential oneness has been prophetically led by new science. David Bohm in his seminal work, Wholeness and the Implicate Order, along with many other new physicists, has enabled us to see that everything that has come into being in space and time was implicated in the first moment, in that tiny pinprick of light that exploded forth into the expanding universe. Everything is an explication of what was implicated in that initial moment. Similarly, new psychology, in the teachings of Ken Wilbur and others, has enabled us to conceive that everything in the universe holds within itself a type of physical memory of the first moment, so inextricably linked are all things.

In many ways, new science has only been catching up with the ancient insights of humanity’s great spiritual traditions, which all along have been saying that we come from the One and that we will be well to the extent that we reconnect with the One. In the Celtic world as early as the ninth century, John Scotus Eriugena taught that all things were made “together and at once.”3 He was not saying that all things became visible at the same time. He was saying that all things are hidden in “the secret folds of nature” waiting for the time of their manifestation.4 So much are we one that everything that unfolds within us and within the universe was present in embryo in the first moment. We carry the essence of all things within us. And all things carry the essence of our being within them.

If the deep spirit of our age is this new awareness of life’s essential oneness, if the new Pentecost is leading us into what David Bohm calls a “non-fragmentary world view,” then what are we to make of the deep fragmentations of the world today?5 What is it that is driving humanity to the precipitous edge of self-destruction, more dangerous than anything history has witnessed? At the heart of our fragmentations, whether as nations and wisdom traditions or as races and societies, are various forms of fundamentalism. By fundamentalism I do not mean simply religious fundamentalism, although I certainly include that. By fundamentalism I mean any system that perceives reality in hard-edged terms, that boxes in truth with four fixed walls of definition. Fundamentalism says that what the rest of humanity needs is inside these tight boundaries of truth. What humanity needs is our religious dogma. What all nations need is our ideal of democracy. What the world needs is the supremacy of our race. What people in committed relationship need is our pattern of sexual orientation. And the list goes on and on.

At the heart of such hard-edged boundaries is fear. Fundamentalism has always reared its head at times of significant change. Think, for instance, of the extreme fundamentalisms that came to expression in the Christian household in the nineteenth century—biblical literalism at one end of the spectrum and papal infallibility at the other. Both systems were driven by fear. Both felt threatened in an era of great transition, in the wake of evolutionary thought in which life was no longer viewed in fixed terms but as forever unfolding, and in the wake of higher literary and historical criticism in which it seemed that the authoritative texts of our Christian tradition were under assault. Fundamentalism reacted to the spirit of the age by further hardening its lines of definition and by trying to impose the rigid boundaries of the past on the emerging future.

We too live in the midst of enormous change. We too are being invited to view life in radically new terms—to see all things as essentially interwoven, to see life as one. And the fundamentalist within us, within the household of our nation, within the household of our religion, and even within the household of our own families and hearts, is reacting in fear. The fundamentalist within knows that we are being called to change. And at some level, fundamentalism knows that it will be a costly change. If we are one, then we are going to have to change the way we view ourselves as nations, as wisdom traditions, as families, and as individuals. If we are one, then we are going to have to radically change the way we live with the earth and one another.

We live at a costly moment. The question is, what type of cost will it be? Will it be the cost of transformation in which we reshape our lives and relationships, both collectively and individually, to serve the new Pentecost? Or will it be the cost of further and further fragmentation in which we take ourselves and earth’s species toward destruction?

A comprehensive change of consciousness is coming. Something new is happening among us. And in the midst of something new being born, something old is dying. This expresses itself in countless realms of life, from communications to commerce to cuisine. It is manifesting itself also in the life of religion throughout the world, including the Christian household. In many parts of the Western world, Christianity as we have known it is in a state of collapse—even seismic collapse. What is the new thing that is waiting to be born? And what is the old thing that is disappearing before our very eyes?

One of the great prophets of the modern soul was Carl Jung, the founder of analytical psychology. Even as a boy he had prophetic intuitions, although it was not until adulthood that he was able to find expression for many of them. In Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Jung recounts how as a schoolboy in 1887 he was walking past the great cathedral in Basel, Switzerland, with its shining new spire, when an image from the unconscious began to stir within him. At first he was so horrified by the image that he tried pushing it back down into the unconscious. But it kept insisting on coming forth. Finally, when it fully emerged in his consciousness, he realized that what he saw above the spire of the cathedral was the throne of God. And descending from the throne was “an enormous turd” that smashed into the spire and broke apart the walls of the cathedral.6

We are living in the midst of the great turd falling! And it is not only falling. It has already smashed into the spire of Western Christianity. I for one am a lover of our medieval cathedrals. And I believe we may be able to find ways of integrating the artistry and religious imagination of our past into the new thing that is being born. But as long as we allow our spires to give the impression that God is primarily above and beyond the earth, in opposition to what is deepest in creation and in the body of the human mystery, then our spires are going to crumble.

We live at the end of an era. As Robert Johnson says, the symbol of “up” is changing to “down.”7 We need a new mythology. If we are to retain our spires as symbols that point to the otherness of God, we need at the same time to develop symbols that point to the withinness of God. As well as upward spires we need something like downward spires, vessels that hold the holy rather than simply pointing away to the Holy. We need to create, or reclaim, images like the holy wells that lie beneath the very foundations of many of our medieval cathedrals, to remind us that the deeper we move into the mystery of matter, the closer we come to the One from whom all things are born. Meister Eckhart in the fourteenth century held this tension in balance when he said that “height and depth are the same thing.”8 Transcendence and immanence belong together. The One who is beyond us is at the same time the very Ground of our being.

Over the last five years, I have watched my second daughter, Kirsten, intuitively discover through dance form what many of us are longing for today, the relationship between the earth and sacredness. Kirsten was reared in the West and as a little girl studied ballet. She now lives in the East as a student of Indian dance. In Western ballet she was forever leaving the ground and standing on tiptoe, reaching to the heavens. In the sacred dance of India, Bharata Natyam, she is flat-footed with bent knees, her feet sometimes pounding the earth with great force to release its sacred energy. In my daughter I see the human soul’s search for wholeness. In Kirsten’s case, it was her body that told her that the other half of her soul was to be found in India. Where is the search for wholeness taking us today, and to what shall we listen, in our longings both to reach to heaven and to stand firmly on the earth?

Our word religion is derived from the Latin religare, which means “to bind back together.” The tragedy is that so much religion has been used to tear apart, to divorce heaven from earth, spirit from matter, one people from another. Holiness has been associated with a separation from the deepest energies of the human body or a being set apart from the rest of humanity. What we now need, says Jung, is “the illumination of a holy and whole-making spirit.”9 The new holiness into which we are being invited is the holiness of wholeness, of coming back into relationship with the earth and what is deepest in the human soul. Our English words holy and whole are derived from the same root, from the Anglo-Saxon hale, meaning “health.” To have split holiness from wholeness is the neurosis at the heart of much of our religiosity, of pretending that we can be well by pursuing paths of separation, of imagining that we can be whole by seeking heaven at the expense of earth.

The Spirit, says Jung, is “a complexio oppositorum,” a bringing together again of what has been torn apart, a marriage of what has been considered opposite—heaven and earth, East and West, spirit and matter, the feminine and the masculine, night and day, the sun and the moon, the conscious and the unconscious, the heart and the head, spirituality and sexuality, the one and the many, my own well-being and the well-being of my neighbor, the rights of humanity and the life of every species.10 The new holi­ness is wholeness. The new Pentecost is a conjoining of opposites. Without it we will not be holy. Without it we will not be whole.

For many today, including members of my own family, the word God is difficult to use. It is almost irredeemable because of its association with the spire, with a pointing away to the sacred rather than pointing deep within to the Ground of Life. I understand the struggle. We need to be creative in our use of language to find images that will deeply serve this point in time, words that are born from the new awareness of life’s essential oneness and that free us from the tragic separations of heaven and earth, spirit and matter, the masculine and the feminine. I also believe it is important to use the word God if we can, but to use it as one among many names for the Holy. It will enable us to hold the past and the present in relationship, to live in a creative tension between the new thing that is being born and the old thing from which we have come, to live in a spirit of gratitude to our religious inheritance as well as to criticize its limitations. The Sufi Muslim tradition of the ninety-nine names of God has much to teach us. It is based on a belief that the true name of the Holy One is the hundredth name but that no one knows that name, for it is unspeakable.

As we bring to our spirituality a posture of listening, listening to the essential oneness of the universe, placing our ear close to the heart of the earth and the heart of the human soul, what is it we will hear? Julian of Norwich, the fourteenth-century mystic, says that we are not simply made by God. We are made “of God.”11 This simple but radical statement holds enormous implications. It means that we are not fashioned by a distant Creator, made out of nothing from afar, as it were. Rather we are born from the womb of the One, made of the substance of oneness. This is why Julian likes to refer to God as Mother, as well as Father, because she sees us and all things as coming forth from the heart of the One, as carrying within ourselves the essence of our Source.

What does it mean to say that we are made of God rather than simply by God? In part it is to say that holy wisdom is deep within us, deeper than the ignorance of what we have done. Sacred creativity is at the core of our being, deeper than any barrenness in our lives or relationships. The divine passion for what is just and right is our true heart’s desire, deeper than the apathies and falsenesses that have disabled us. And above all else it is to say, as Julian does, that the “love-longing” of God is at the core of our being, deeper than any fear or hatred that holds us in separation.12 We are made of the One. Deep within us, amid our differentiations as individuals and nations and species, is the desire for oneness. This holy longing is found not only in the human soul but in the soul of the universe, at the heart of everything that has being. We are not an exception to the universe. We are an expression of the universe. Our longings are a unique manifestation of the universe’s longings. In listening to the depths of life, within our lives and within every life, we will hear the longings of the One that are deeper than the fears that divide us.

In the late 1990s, we lived as a family in Portsmouth, England. Ali and I were part of developing a spirituality center in the heart of the city. The Church of England had provided us with an old unused vicarage set in a big walled-in garden. This green, growing space, surrounded by the crowded city’s hard concrete, became in time a sanctuary and a symbol of well-being in which to pray with others and to teach. As we turned over the earth with our hands, which were sometimes cut with the briars and broken glass of years of neglect and abandonment, we felt within us the longing to tend again what has been forsaken—the garden of our shared beginnings, the sacred ground of life’s oneness.

The few birds who chose to live in the heart of the city found their way to our Portsmouth garden with its trees and openness and water. Often I would wake at dawn to the sound of a pair of mourning doves cooing at the top of our chimney. One day as I worked at my desk, I became aware of a sound of struggle in the chimney. I was busy, working to deadline, and did not want to be interrupted, but the sound came closer and closer. Finally I realized I had to do something about it. So I got down on my hands and knees in front of the fireplace, which years before had been sealed off, and began pulling out the pieces of mid-twentieth-century newspaper that had been used to block off the chimney. Decades of dirt and dust were clouding the study. And I became aware of a growing anxiety within myself—What am I going to do with this creature when it arrives?

I placed my hand up into the flue and felt the bird. When I touched her she became entirely still, frozen with fear. Gently I drew her down into the hearth of the open fireplace. And there she sat in my hands. It was one of the beautiful white mourning doves that sang to me each dawn. But now she was covered with soot and traumatized with fear. I took her out into the garden and placed her high on a wall, but still she sat stunned. I went back into the study to get on with my work, and an hour later returned to the garden. There she was, still in a state of shock. But this time as I approached she flew, and as she flew the soot fell off. In the midday sun she became again an image of beauty and of freedom.

For days after this event, I was haunted by the memory of the mourning dove. It was not the memory of her stuck in the chimney that haunted me. It was the sight of her sitting on the wall, traumatized by her fall and covered with soot. I realized she represented something in me, something in us. It had been unawareness that led to her topple into the chimney. And sitting on the wall, even though strictly speaking she was free from her fall, she was not yet truly herself. She was the same mourning dove who sang to me each day at dawn, but she would not recover her true form and beauty until she flew again. How are the traumas of our falls and fears to be healed? And how are we to set one another free? How can we be part of releasing wholeness and beauty again in our lives and world?

Too often in our Western Christian household, and in ways that have affected our wider culture as well, we have been given the impression that soot is our essence. The doctrine of original sin has dominated the landscape of much of our teaching. It has given us the impression that what is deepest in us is contrary to the One from whom we have come. And teachers who have opposed the doctrine of original sin, like Pelagius in the early Celtic world, have been accused of naivete, of insufficiently recognizing our capacity for wrong and division. Even today such accusations against Pelagius prevail in most of our Western Christian seminaries. And usually these accusations are made without any firsthand study of Pelagius’s writings; sometimes there is even denial that such writings exist. Pelagius taught that at the heart of our being is the beauty of God and the wisdom of God. He also taught, however, that we are infected by sin, so deeply infected that we need the medicine of grace if we are to be well, if we are to access again the deep intuitions and longings of our being. Like the mourning dove, we have been traumatized by our fall. We need help. We need “the good of nature,” says Pelagius, “and the good of grace.”13

Nature and grace are both sacred gifts, and they both come to us through the most essential relationships of life. We are born from the earth and from our mother’s womb. This is our origin, or in Latin our natus, our nature. It is pure gift, and it is sacred. The gift of grace, which is awakened in us through compassion, is not opposed to the gift of our nature. Rather it restores us to the heart of our nature. It reconnects us to the love-longings of God at the core of our being, our yearnings for oneness and relationship. It is grace that will free us from the unnaturalness of what we are doing to one another and to the earth.

In this new Pentecost, we are being invited to bring our gifts of nature and grace to one another so that together we may be complete. What are the treasures we can offer each other as individuals and families, as communities and nations, as wisdom traditions and as species? In the Christian tradition, our greatest treasure is the wisdom of Jesus. Yet many of us have forgotten how to access this gift for the sake of the world because we have been appalled at the way in which Christianity has arrogantly placed itself above other traditions.

The word revelation is from the Latin revelare, which means “to lift the veil.” Jesus is our great gift of revelation. He lifts the veil, but it is not to show us an exclusive truth. It is to show us the most inclusive of truths, that we and all things are made of God. We can share Jesus humbly with the world. We can offer our treasure in love. In the earliest centuries, he was described as our “memory,” the one who reminds us of what we have forgotten, awakening us to who we truly are, made of the One.14 In the Celtic world, he was spoken of as “our epiphany,” disclosing to us what is deepest in the life of all things, the sacredness of everything that has being.15 And in the modern world, he has been described as revealing the hidden “ground-life” of our being, bringing to consciousness the treasure that lies buried in our depths.16 Our gift is not opposed to the wisdom of other traditions. It is given to serve the wisdom of other traditions. We do not have to compete with one another. We can complete one another.

We live in the midst of a unique moment. Thomas Berry calls it a “moment of grace.”17 It is a decisive moment in which we are being offered a new-ancient way of seeing with which to transform the fragmentations of our lives and world back into relationship. But if we miss this moment, choosing instead to continue our patterns of wronging the earth and one another, there will be a degradation of life on this planet like none we have ever known. What will we choose? Which path will we follow?
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