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“The Orion Nebula glows with the elements
ionized by the newly created stars in the
center of the cloud. One of these infant
stars began shining only two thousand years ago.”
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To Thomas Berry




PROLOGUE


I was presenting some ideas on the new cosmology at a conference in Chicago when suddenly a woman charged out of the audience, upset, eyes flashing as if Athena herself had decided to confront me: “I want you to explain to me why my son isn’t taught this in high school. You say scientists have thrown out the materialistic world view. Then why should my son suffer it at all?”


A good question. And it concerns more than our high schools. I used to wonder something similar when I taught mathematics and physics at the university level. I was supposed to introduce students to the universe, the universe, but I was not to speak of meaning. Doesn’t that seem like a strange assignment?


If you persist in such questioning, the answer is not hard to find. Our modem western civilization began with a kind of cultural dualism. Our scientific enterprise effectively decoupled itself from our humanistic-spiritual traditions at the beginning of the modern period. All for good reasons, yes, but now the neurosis spreads over several continents. Enmeshed in the most terrifying pathology in the history of humanity, we can perhaps dare to ask if this was such a good idea, this splitting up of the universe.


Alert humans could see the danger of our situation from the beginning. Though they could not have predicted the planetary poisons that beset us, nor the threat of annihilation that everyone carries to bed every night of the week, they could see that we were headed for an unhealthy future. Diseased mindscapes only produce diseased landscapes. But there was nothing anyone could do about it. The sciences were effective in their mechanistic formulations and thus became entrenched in mechanism. Our religious tradition carefully retreated into a redemption orientation and concluded Creation was not its concern. Western culture put itself on tracks that led to an inescapable and ever deepening sickness.


But something tremendous is occurring in our time, something with the power to break up this impasse. I mean the radical transformation of our fundamental world view as the cosmic story of our origins and development takes hold in human awareness. When I say our origins and development, I mean more than the human species. I mean the origin and development of the universe as a whole. We have discovered something with overwhelming possibilities. The universe can no longer be regarded as a result of chance collisions of materials, nor as a deterministic mechanism. The universe considered as a whole is more like a developing being. The universe has a beginning and is in the midst of its development: a vast cosmic epigenesis. Everything that exists is involved in this emergence—galaxies and stars and planets and light and all living creatures.


How does the deeper understanding empower us? By enabling us to reinvent the human within the new cosmic story. Nothing less will suffice. A new sociological viewpoint or a new psychological theory is inadequate to deal with the magnitude of our concerns. We need to understand the human within the intrinsic dynamics of the Earth. Alienated from the cosmos, imprisoned in our narrow frames of reference, we do not know what we are about as a species. We will discover our larger role only by reinventing the human as a dimension of the emergent universe.


What I present in the pages of this book is the overall picture of the cosmic creation story, told in a single evening’s conversation.


I call the two speakers THOMAS and YOUTH. By THOMAS I want to honor Thomas Berry and the cosmological tradition he celebrates, stretching back from Erich Jantsch and Teilhard de Chardin through Thomas Aquinas to Plato. The idea to present the new creation story in the form of a conversation originated at the Broadway Diner in New York City. I was working my way through a Greek salad, when Thomas Berry suddenly said: “You scientists have this stupendous story of the universe. It breaks outside all previous cosmologies. But so long as you persist in understanding it solely from a quantitative mode you fail to appreciate its significance. You fail to hear its music. That’s what the spiritual traditions can provide. Tell the story, but tell it with a feel for its music.”


I call the other human YOUTH to remind us that the human species is the youngest, freshest, most immature, newest species of all the advanced life forms in the planet. We have only just arrived. If we can remain resilient, if we can continue our questioning, our developing, our hoping, if we can live in awe and in the depths of wonder, we will continue moving into the only process that now matters—our authentic maturation as a species. It is in this way and only this way that we will enable the Earth to bloom once again.




I: COSMOS AS PRIMARY REVELATION




CREATIVITY:
PRIMORDIAL AND PERVASIVE





YOUTH: Why do you say the universe is a green dragon?


THOMAS: I’m a storyteller. Besides, it seems an appropriate way to begin the new story of the cosmos.


YOUTH: But why say it’s a green dragon when it obviously isn’t?


THOMAS: For several reasons. I call the universe a green dragon to remind us that we will never be able to capture the universe with language.


YOUTH: How can you be certain of that?


THOMAS: Because the universe is a singularity! To speak, you need to compare things. Thus we say that the house is white, not brown. Or that the man is hostile, not kind. Or that it happened in the nineteenth century, not before. But there is only one universe. We cannot compare the universe with anything. We cannot say the universe.


I call the universe a green dragon because I want to avoid lulling you into thinking we can have the universe in our grasp, like a stray dog shut up in its kennel. I want to remind us of this proper relationship as we approach the Whole of Things.


On the other hand—and here is a second reason for the green dragon—we have learned things in our scientific explorations that completely transform our understanding of the universe. Our revolution in thinking dwarfs Copernicus’s announcement that the Earth travels around the Sun. It is outrageous to compare the universe to a green dragon, I know, but I hope this will express some of my astonishment at what we now know about the universe. The inadequacy of the dragon image is that green dragons are much too commonplace to indicate the radical nature of what we have learned. That’s how limited our language is.


So. Shall we begin?


YOUTH: You’re going to tell me the story of the universe?


THOMAS: What better way to spend an afternoon in the gracious presence of the Hudson River? You must be ready for some confusion—much of what you hear will perplex you. Interrupt me whenever you wish to stop and reflect on something. Only by doing so will you come to hear the story in a significant manner; only then can you begin to feel the magnitude of what is breaking into human awareness.


YOUTH: Will this take a long time?


THOMAS: No, no. We’ll be done before the Sun sets, and it’s already over Hawaii. Pour yourself some apple juice. When things get difficult, remember this stupendous red oak; it’s been here some four hundred years. Think of what it has lived through! Think of its patience, its perdurance, its continued vitality as it has learned to interact with all that came its way. And yet, here it is—its presence will help us through some of the rugged passages ahead.


YOUTH: Where should we start?


THOMAS: At the beginning. We need to start with the story of the universe as a whole. Our emergent cosmos is the fundamental context for all discussions of value, meaning, purpose, or ultimacy of any sort. To speak of the universe’s origin is to bring to mind the great silent fire at the beginning of time.


Imagine that furnace out of which everything came forth. This was a fire that filled the universe-that was the universe. There was no place in the universe free from it. Every point of the cosmos was a point of this explosion of light. And all the particles of the universe churned in extremes of heat and pressure, all that we see about us, all that now exists was there at the beginning, in that great burning explosion of light.


YOUTH: How do we know about it?


THOMAS: We can see it! We can see the light from the primeval fireball. Or at least the light from its edge, for it burned for nearly half a million years. We can see the dawn of the universe because the light from its edge reaches us only now, after traveling fourteen billion years to get here.


YOUTH: We can see the actual light from the fireball?


THOMAS: When you see a candle’s flame, you see the light from the candle. In that sense, we see the fireball. We are able to interact physically with photons from the beginning of time.


YOUTH: So we’re in direct contact with the origin of the universe?


THOMAS: That’s right.


YOUTH: I can’t believe I didn’t know this.


THOMAS: Scientists have only just learned to see the fireball. The light has always been there, but the ability to respond to it required a tremendous development of the human senses. Just as an artist learns to see a lakeshore’s subtle shades and contours, the human race learns to develop its sensitivities to what is present. It took millions of years to develop, but humans can now interact with the cosmic radiation from the origin of the universe. We can now see the beginnings of time—a stupendous achievement.


YOUTH: It’s amazing.


THOMAS: Most amazing is this realization that every thing that exists in the universe came from a common origin. The material of your body and the material of my body are intrinsically related because they emerged from and are caught up in a single energetic event. Our ancestry stretches back through the life forms and into the stars, back to the beginnings of the primeval fireball. This universe is a single multiform energetic unfolding of matter, mind, intelligence, and life. And all of this is new. None of the great figures of human history were aware of this. Not Plato, or Aristotle, or the Hebrew Prophets, or Confucius, or Thomas Aquinas, or Leibniz, or Newton, or any other world-maker. We are the first generation to live with an empirical view of the origin of the universe. We are the first humans to look into the night sky and see the birth of stars, the birth of galaxies, the birth of the cosmos as a whole. Our future as a species will be forged within this new story of the world.


YOUTH: But what about my future? What difference will it make for me?


THOMAS: To begin with, you will have to embrace your creative potential. The universe has unfolded to this point. It has poured into you the creative powers necessary for its further development. The journey of the cosmos depends on those creatures and elements existing now, you among them. For the unfolding of the universe, your creativity is as essential as the creativity inherent in the fireball.


YOUTH: How can I learn about my creativity?


THOMAS: Consider the creativity acting throughout the universe. Look there, and you will begin to understand how that same creative activity gathers you into its work as well.


The fireball was a cauldron of creativity. In it were created all the elementary particles of the universe. All that exists on Earth exists only through the elementary particles that emerged in that first epoch of the universe’s unfolding.


After the fireball, stars and galaxies were created. We must realize that the creation of a galaxy is one stupendous activity. Could we manage that? Yet galaxies were created by the hundred billion, each with its hundred billion stars. And all of it dances, the stars swirling about each other, exploding, creating new stars, holding each other in the silence of the gravitational embrace. And these stupendously complex systems of being simply leapt into existence. When we reflect on the creativity inherent in the universe, we are overwhelmed both by its enormity and by its seeming effortlessness.


To learn about creativity, we must begin to understand the creativity of the Earth. We know of no other planet with Earth’s creative power. I speak now of Earth as a whole, as a creative entity. Earth created the land masses, the mountain ranges, the atmosphere. The moon and Mercury created mountain ranges but their creativity ended long ago. Mars, too, created mountains and a thick crust and an atmosphere, but its significant creative evolution has ceased. The Earth, on the other hand, will continue to create for billions of years. Jupiter certainly created an atmosphere, but Jupiter will never be able to bring forth a continent; its great mass will remain gaseous far into the future. Only on Earth were the creative dynamics able to fashion such diversity, even on this elemental realm. Earth created the oceans, a stupendous feat. We have yet to find another ocean in this galaxy, another lake or river. We know of no others besides our own.


YOUTH: None?


THOMAS: We’ve found underground water and ice, but that is all. The creation of ice is a profound enough manifestation of creativity; there was no ice in the first billion years of the universe. Or to have created water vapor, as did Venus, certainly reveals creative dynamics at work. But to have created the oceans and to have maintained them for four billion years is an accomplishment of which only Earth can boast. For all we know, there may be no other planet that has shown such creative power. An alarming thought, perhaps, but one that must be considered seriously until we have evidence indicating otherwise.


YOUTH: Oceans seem so ordinary.


THOMAS: Yes, they do, but that only reflects the ordinariness of our minds. When we take the whole universe as our fundamental frame of reference, we begin to appreciate the cosmic significance of running water. Only by establishing ourselves within the unfolding cosmos as a whole can we begin to discover the meaning and significance of ordinary things.


Earth was a cauldron of chemical and elemental creativity, fashioning ever more complex forms and combinations until life burst forth in the oceans and spread across the continents, covering the entire planet. This creativity advanced until flowers bloomed on every continent, then advanced further until the vision of the flowers and all beauty could be deeply felt and appreciated. We are the latest, the most recent, the youngest extravagance of this stupendously creative Earth.


YOUTH: Are we the last?


THOMAS: We haven’t even begun! How can you speak of an ending? We are only just starting out on the human venture, and are only too keenly aware of our immaturity. Even this discussion reveals the way in which the human self-reflexive mind continues to unfold. Only minutes ago, you were unaware of the primeval fireball. The entire species was unaware of the fireball’s light for millions of years. Do you see? The universe continues to unfold, continues to reveal itself to itself through human awareness.


YOUTH: When you talk about how the oceans emerged, I can see that as an obvious addition to the Earth. But what do humans add that is actually new?


THOMAS: The human provides the space in which the universe feels its stupendous beauty. Think of it this way: before the human arrived, the Earth and universe were magnificent realities. However, some of the depths of this magnificence were yet to be felt, yet to be appreciated. We enabled some of the depths of the universe to be tasted, and we have only just begun our venture; much waits on our maturity. Why else do all the things of the Earth keep calling to the humans, hoping to feel their existence in an intensely felt living of life? Think of it. Even yesterday you did not allow the fireball entrance into your awareness. Now that you have heard, aren’t you filled with its wonder?


YOUTH: Well, yes—very.


THOMAS: The universe shivers with wonder in the depths of the human. Do you see? Think of what it would be like if there were no humans on the planet: the mountains and the primeval fireball would be magnificent, but the Earth would not feel any of this. Can you see the sadness of such a state? The incompleteness?


I sometimes think the primary deed of a parent is to see the beauty and grace of children. Children are magnificent, gorgeous beyond telling. They themselves have no idea of what beauty they embody. Can you see the tragedy of a child with no one to feel and cherish its beauty? No one to fall in love with this magnificent creature? No one to celebrate its splendor?


The cosmos is the same: humans can house the tremendous beauty of Earth, of life, of the universe. We can value it, feel its grandeur.


YOUTH: And you’re saying we haven’t finished this work?


THOMAS: Each of the three eras of humanity has achieved its own unique vision of beauty. During the tribal-shamanic age, the great mysteries of Earth and sky and Sun burst into human consciousness. Think of what that must have been like! To have lightning sear the human mind for the first time, thunderstorms fill human feeling! Whenever we are moved to awe by the branching fire of lightning, whenever we tremble with expectation in the predawn forest, we are remembering the Earth’s first taste of its own beauty.
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