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What people are saying about

Nature’s Sacrament

David McDuffie has written an engaging book that probes the rich relationship between a sacramental universe and the epic of evolution. He opens up new territory for reflection and action that has implications for how we value and protect the Earth community. We are all in his debt for this insightful contribution to ecotheology.

Mary Evelyn Tucker, Yale University, coauthor of Ecology and Religion and Journey of the Universe

By showing us how the Eucharist and the Incarnation lead us to an awareness of God’s presence in all things and how an appreciation of the evolutionary history of the world deepens our understanding of the Eucharist, David McDuffie shows how a common experience of wonder, awe and appreciation in the natural world can bring together those scientists who do not profess religious faith and those Christians who may not have appreciated evolutionary processes. As such McDuffie has provided a needed service to both groups at a critical time in history.

Robin Gottfried, Director, Center for Religion and Environment at Sewanee: The University of the South

David McDuffie has focused on what must be the heart of Christian ecotheology – the nexus between Jesus and the sacramental reality of the Earth. For way too long Christians have been unwilling to embrace this nexus with passion and intelligence to the detriment of our collective faith and the health of the planet. This book makes an important, timely, thoughtful contribution to the growing conversation in this area.

Fletcher Harper, Executive Director, GreenFaith
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There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.1




Introduction

These are the last lines from the 1859 first editionof Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in which he developed his theory of evolution through natural selection. The culmination of Darwin’s work on speciation served to illuminate the realization that all living things (humans included) are connected in one giant web or tree of life that spans millions of years of natural history on Earth. Ironically, Darwin had no understanding of the primary biological factor perpetuating this process. The emergence of the science of genetics unlocked this mystery, and in the more than 150-year interval since the publication of Origin, we have been provided with evidence that supports Darwin’s brilliant insight. We now know that we are genetically related and ecologically connected to all living things from chimpanzees and bonobos, our closest living relatives with whom we share approximately 99% of our genetic information, to microscopic bacteria. In brief, all living things on our planet are related through our genetic codes, and it is probable that this genetic kinship can be traced back to the emergence of life’s common ancestor, the first single celled life on Earth. These developments in the biological sciences combined with the sciences of geology and cosmological physics have revealed to us that we live in an approximately 14-billion-year-old universe on a planet that is approximately 4.6 billion years old and that we are a part of the ongoing process of life that has existed on Earth for roughly 4 billion years. This is the story of the natural history from which we emerged and of which we are inextricably a part, and it is a narrative that is added to on nearly a daily basis by ongoing scientific investigation.

E. O. Wilson has referred to this narrative as the evolutionary epic and claims that “the evolutionary epic is probably the best myth we will ever have. It can be adjusted until it comes as close to truth as the human mind is constructed to judge the truth.”2 Elsewhere, he claims that “to the degree that we come to understand other organisms, we will place a greater value on them, and on ourselves.”3 The implication here is that an awareness of ecological connectedness will lead to a greater valuation and concern for the diversity of life on Earth of which we are only a part. This narrative has been adopted by others such as Thomas Berry and Ursula Goodenough who claim that the Epic of Evolution has not only scientific but also religious significance in terms of how it achieves the attribution of ecological value. For instance, Berry describes the scientific narrative of the story of the universe as a manifestation of Divine revelation in order to argue that this “new story of the universe is now needed as our sacred story.”4

I agree that there is a connection between an understanding of, a valuation for, and, consequently, the protection of the ecological connections that sustain all forms of life, and the purpose of the following book will be to examine the ways in which the emerging narrative of the universe’s natural history can be correlated with and enhance the sacramental tradition of the Christian church.5 More specifically, I will focus on the religious and ecological significance of the “Epic of Evolution” in an effort to seamlessly connect the ecological value attributed as a part of this scientific narrative with the grace understood to be present in Christian sacramental worship with a particular emphasis on the Eucharist. I will argue that the sacramental emphasis on grace being conveyed through material reality, in conversation with the acceptance of ecological value as demonstrated in the Epic of Evolution, provides the potential for Christian sacramental tradition to make a significant contribution to conserving the threatened ecological communities of our planet.

In a conversation I had a number of years ago with the Rev. Dr. Jerry Cappel, current Director of Province IV Environmental Ministries of the Episcopal Church, he said that it was time that “we move ecology from the committee to the pew” in order for it to be seen as a primary aspect of Christian formation and not just another peripheral issue of concern for the church. The following pages are my attempt to do just that. The potential religious implications of the Epic of Evolution have been well documented, but I will provide a more thorough examination of how the value associated with the evolutionary epic relates specifically to an understanding of Christian sacramental grace. The justification for valuation will emerge from the very heart of the tradition itself and will therefore provide a response to contemporary ecological concerns that is both uniquely Christian and applicable to the global environmental efforts to adequately address these concerns. The overall goal will be to provide a framework for clergy and laity that will assist in envisioning the protection and conservation of the ecological communities of our planet not as a peripheral or additional theological concern but as an integral part of the sacramental life of the church. In essence, nature is the sacrament that undergirds all the sacraments. You cannot have baptism without clean water or Eucharist without the grace that produces healthful wine and bread. The priest is not creating a grace by speaking the words of the sacramental liturgy but is instead revealing a grace that is already present. If all things come from God, then the Earth and life on Earth has to be of sacramental value.





Chapter One


Nature’s Grace: The Epic of Evolution, Religious Naturalism, and the Conservation of Nature6



I. Introduction

In his A Primer for Environmental Literacy, Dr. Frank Golley, a former Ecology professor of mine at the University of Georgia writes the following: “Philosophers say that we can’t move from the is to the ought. I don’t agree. For me it all begins with experience, the first step into the forest, and everything else flows from that.”7 In other words, regarding the attribution of ecological value, the naturalistic fallacy critique does not apply. I agree with Dr. Golley on this point, and in this opening chapter, I will assess the religious significance of this ecological value emerging from an awareness of the connectedness and ecological and genetic kinship of all life on Earth.

Therefore, the purpose of the chapter will be to identify and assess the religious and ecological significance of the acceptance of the Epic of Evolution. In what follows, I will identify examples where naturalism is appealed to as the primary explanation of the origin of Earthly life and primary means of orientation for understanding the human sense of connectedness with others, human and non-human, biotic and abiotic. In brief, I will argue that this naturalistic account of the history of life on our planet has emerged as a new, and for some explicitly religious, cultural narrative of origin and connectedness, and I will demonstrate that what is emerging from awareness and understanding of the scientific story of life on earth is a unique valuation for ecological connectedness, an appreciation of where we came from and a willingness to protect the connections that bind us to all other forms of life. This discussion will provide the foundation for the argument made in subsequent chapters that there is a clear correlation between the value attributed in the Epic of Evolution and the Christian concept of sacramental grace conveyed in Eucharistic worship, a correlation that can enhance scientific and religious approaches to the protection of life on Earth.




II. Narratives of Religion and Science and the Valuation of Nature

Biologist Edward O. Wilson is frequently given credit for coining the term “Epic of Evolution.” In his Pulitzer Prize winning On Human Nature first published in 1978, he writes that “the evolutionary epic is probably the best myth we will ever have. It can be adjusted until it comes as close to truth as the human mind is constructed to judge the truth.”8 Wilson’s understanding of the orienting powers of the “Epic of Evolution” represents an alternative to traditional religious narratives of origin. For Wilson, an effective orienting narrative emerges not from a proper understanding of sacred text or theological tradition but from a proper understanding of nature. In a more recent example, he elaborates as follows: “The true evolutionary epic, retold as poetry, is as intrinsically ennobling as any religious epic. Material reality discovered by science already possesses more content and grandeur than all religious cosmologies combined.”9

In this sense, the scientific narrative of life seems to clearly replace traditional religious narratives, yet the break is not clean in that Wilson also recognizes the significance of the cultural function of religious narratives in terms of the importance of an orienting story in human culture. While he adamantly rejects the metaphysics of supernatural forms of religious expression, he does not reject the effective function of religious narratives. He writes, “People need a sacred narrative. They must have a sense of larger purpose, in one form or other, however intellectualized.”10 As a result, the awe, beauty, and wonder traditionally associated with religious devotion is maintained but is inspired not by the concept of supernatural presence(s) but instead by a naturalistic account of the Earth’s ecology.11 In describing his adolescent journey from supernatural theism to a complete devotion to natural history, Wilson aptly makes a connection between scientific and religious narratives: “I had no desire to purge religious feelings. They were bred in me; they suffused the wellsprings of my creative life.”12 His primary concern, therefore, is not to eradicate the function of religious narratives but to substitute a new, scientific narrative that will help humans address current trends leading to human induced reduction of biological diversity.13

Wilson’s greatest concern is promoting a conservation ethic that will protect this global biodiversity. According to him, we have now entered the world’s sixth great extinction event, the fifth being the event that led to the extinction of the dinosaurs 65 million years ago, where, if conditions remain the same, half the Earth’s known species could either be extinct or seriously threatened by the mid-twenty-first century.14 With this in mind, Wilson claims that the scientific narrative of evolutionary history is the story that can most effectively achieve the protection of the Earth’s biodiversity from the factors that currently threaten it. In his words, “[t]o know this world is to gain proprietary attachment to it. To know it well is to love and take responsibility for it.”15

Wilson makes no attempt to associate his work with what may be called religious, and I have no intention of making such a claim for him. However, through his use of the religious rhetoric of Nature as sacred and being “vital to our physical and spiritual well-being” as well as through his understanding of the 14–15-billion-year natural history of our universe as a new orienting narrative of origin, he links religious language with the attribution of value to the Earth’s diverse life forms and the habitats from which they emerge.16 Therefore, Wilson’s rhetoric is applicable to understanding an emerging aspect of the function of religious language in contemporary culture. Whether it is characterized as “religious” or not, his scientific narrative is clearly worthy of attention for the study of religion and ecology in the sense that the story emerging from the natural sciences has become a candidate for serving the function of traditional religious frameworks and also provides the potential to inspire a reverence and value for the biological diversity of life on Earth through the awareness of the kinship between all forms of life, human and non-human.

Interestingly, many of those who have adopted Wilson’s understanding of the Epic of Evolution, which is also frequently referred to as the Universe Story or the Journey of the Universe, have accepted this orienting narrative as an emerging form of religious expression. Like Wilson, these individuals base their narrative on the best available scientific evidence for understanding the history of our universe and the life that has emerged and evolved on Earth; however, unlike Wilson, these authors have been more willing to explicitly speak of it as an expression of religious naturalism.

Prominent examples of the “Epic of Evolution” being used as an explicitly religious narrative include the works of Thomas Berry, Brian Swimme, and Ursula Goodenough. In The Universe Story, Berry and Swimme call for a new, science based narrative that will “enable the human community to become present to the larger Earth community in a mutually enhancing manner.” Such religious expressions, they claim, “will sensitize people to the story that every river and every star and every animal is telling. The goal is not to read a book; the goal is to read the story taking place all around us.”17 For Berry and Swimme, the primary religious revelation for our time should be one drawn from an understanding of the natural history of our planet, one that is not a canonized set of sacred human writings, but is instead a narrative that is ongoing and growing with increasing scientific knowledge. This will, in turn, provide religious expression with an orientation informed by science and scientific inquiry with a perspective that will go beyond the collection of empirical evidence to an attribution of value for biological connections revealed through scientific discovery.

Similarly, in The Sacred Depths of Nature, Goodenough attempts “to present an accessible account of our scientific understanding of Nature and then suggest ways that this account can call forth appealing and abiding religious responses—an approach that can be called religious naturalism.”18 Traditional religious concepts are interpreted through a naturalistic perspective and the understanding of religion is reinterpreted, yet not discarded, in light of the modern scientific evidence of the origins of humanity and the biological kinship that we share with all living things. She justifies her application of religion to a scientific perspective with the following statement:


And so, I profess my Faith. For me, the existence of all this complexity and awareness and intent and beauty, and my ability to apprehend it, serves as the ultimate meaning and the ultimate value. The continuation of life reaches around, grabs its own tail, and forms a sacred circle that requires no further justification, no Creator, no superordinate meaning of meaning, no purpose other than that the continuation continue until the sun collapses or the final meteor collides. I confess a credo of continuation.19



It should be noted that, even though Goodenough does not appeal to any form of theism, her form of religious naturalism does not attempt to prove or disprove the existence of God. Instead, the goal of her perspective is the recognition of value in that which we experience in Nature.20

For Goodenough, as for Wilson, Berry, and Swimme, a greater knowledge of nature leads to a greater valuation of the natural world that sustains life on Earth. She writes, “If we can revere how things are, and can find a way to express gratitude for our existence, then we should be able to figure out, with a great deal of work and good will, how to share the Earth with one another and with other creatures, how to restore and preserve its elegance and grace, and how to commit ourselves to love and joy and laughter and hope.”21 According to Goodenough, what is revealed through our understanding of expanding scientific knowledge is “that we are connected to all creatures. Not just in food chains or ecological equilibria. We share a common ancestor. We share gene receptors and cell cycles and signal-transduction cascades. We share evolutionary constraints and possibilities. We are connected all the way down.”22 Therefore, the understanding of the evolutionary epic as a religious narrative has significant implications as an option for effectively addressing contemporary cases of ecological concern. What I have attempted to do here is to show how this trend is emerging further in a contemporary context and how intimately it connects ecological and religious thought.




III. The Epic of Evolution, Religion, and the Re-enchantment of Nature

The question that must be asked is what, then, is the relationship between this new science based narrative and traditional religious narratives of origin and connectedness that are still very influential in our contemporary context? The answer, I believe, is that it is one of continuity and discontinuity, one of enhancement and not replacement, one of cooperation and not necessarily conflict. For instance, Wilson’s 2006 book carrying the rhetorically savvy title The Creation: An Appeal to Save Life on Earth, is written as an appeal, through letter form, to a hypothetical Southern Baptist minister to join with the forces of science to protect the Earth’s threatened biodiversity. While making a clear distinction between scientific and religious arguments for protecting the Creation, what Wilson refers to as Living Nature, he makes this appeal because, he claims, “religion and science are the two most powerful forces in the world today, including especially the United States. If religion and science could be united on the common ground of biological conservation, the problem would soon be solved.”23 In Journey of the Universe, Mary Evelyn Tucker and Brian Swimme express a similar sentiment while maintaining more of a continuity with traditional religious narratives. They write that they intend “not to override or ignore these other stories, but rather to bring into focus the challenge of creating a shared future. The great opportunity before us today is to tell this new universe story in a way that will serve to orient humans with respect to our pressing questions: Where did we come from? Why are we here? How should we live together? How can the Earth community flourish?”24

Goodenough and Berry also clearly express this emphasis on making the “Epic of Evolution” a foundational aspect of existing religious narratives of origin. Goodenough writes: “Once we have our feelings about Nature in place, then I believe that we can also find important ways to call ourselves Jews… Christians… Buddhists. Or some of each. The words in the traditional texts may sound different to us than they did to their authors, but they continue to resonate with our religious selves. We know what they are intended to mean.”25 According to Berry in The Sacred Universe, the “great spiritual mission of the present is to renew all the traditional religious-spiritual traditions in the context of the integral functioning of the biosystems of the planet.”26 In brief, the thesis is not that science will supersede all forms of religion in an emerging secular age; instead, the scientific narrative of the history of our universe and life on Earth contributes to a new orienting story from which emerges a valuation that will most effectively protect the ecological communities and biodiversity to which we are all inextricably related.

A somewhat controversial aspect of this new narrative is that its adherents are unapologetic in claiming that it has a universal appeal to all human cultures, claims that have been adamantly criticized in the social sciences and humanities. Goodenough explains the universal appeal of such a science based ethic in the following manner: “The Big Bang, the formation of stars and planets, the origin and evolution of life on this planet, the advent of human consciousness and the resultant evolution of cultures—this is the story, the one story, that has the potential to unite us, because it happens to be true.”27 Wilson echoes this understanding in his Foreword to Loyal Rue’s Everybody’s Story: Wising Up to the Epic of Evolution: “Is there a way to evolve a great epic that is at once universal, spiritually satisfying, and above all, truthful? The quest for such an epic is the subject of Everybody’s Story. Loyal Rue’s argument is as bold as it is brief: The way to achieve an epic that unites humanity spiritually, instead of cleaving it, is to compose it from the best empirical knowledge that science and history can provide of the real human story. Spirituality is beneficent to the extent that it is based on verifiable truth. I find his argument persuasive.”28 I say that this particular understanding of universality is only somewhat controversial due to the fact that twentieth- and twenty-first-century scientific evidence has made the evidence for the evolutionary theory of the emergence of Earthly life incontrovertible. The skepticism concerning universality is certainly well founded as a means to avoid cultural hegemony. However, the evidence that we are bound together in a natural history spanning 14–15 billion years is now overwhelming, and for individuals like Wilson and Goodenough, this global kinship among all living things, human and non-human, is undeniable and worth exploring if it results in a greater valuation and consequently care for the living nature upon which we all depend for survival. The Epic of Evolution, properly understood, can potentially contribute to a recognition of value in what are often volatile natural environments and to an appreciation of our necessarily ecological, interconnected, context. In short, acceptance of the science based narrative of origin and connectedness will help human cultures better address global issues such as pollution, overpopulation and overconsumption, habitat destruction, desertification of portions of the world’s oceans, global climate change, deforestation, depletion of biodiversity, which are all interrelated issues and environmental crises affecting us all.

However, many are skeptical that an account based on the modern scientific narrative can effectively serve the cultural function of religious narratives in terms of providing for human longings for, for example, comfort, reverence, meaning and significance. Max Weber referred to the legacy of the rise of modern science following the Protestant Reformation and culminating in the Enlightenment as the “disenchantment of the world.”29 In brief, Weber implied that mystery was removed from the natural world when notions of teleological, divine purpose were replaced by empirical explanations for natural processes. Many theologians and critical theorists have echoed this sentiment. What I have attempted to demonstrate here is that this is not the complete story. With the emergence of the Darwinian story of earthly life, the potential was there for scientific evidence to once again reenchant the world through the connectedness inherent in the very naturalistic explanations that were perceived to be the sources of disenchantment.

Environmental historian Donald Worster correctly points out that, while accepting the suffering, pain, and seemingly gratuitous death and profligate waste in nature, Darwin was able to develop and maintain “an all-embracing reverence for life” through his understanding of the evolutionary story.30 In other words, the Darwinian understanding of ecological connection, while more sobering and less comforting than classical theistic and Romantic notions of the human-nature relationship, was a source for value and awareness of the orienting kinship of all of life:
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