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Spirituality and the Environment
MaARcuUs BRAYBROOKE

f we are to do justice to our responsibilities for the environment, we need nothing
less than a spiritual revolution. I said this at a World Congress of Faiths ‘Interfaith
Celebration of Animals’ event. Then the following day I read these words by Chandra
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Muzzafar of Just International: "The
solutions ... require an unprecedented
paradigm shift in the way in which we
look at ourselves, at others, and at the
planet we inhabit."!

Care of the environment is central to
our concern for social justice. Droughts,
which are linked to climate change, are
one cause of the current food crisis. The
likely rise in sea levels will endanger the
poor who live in areas most exposed to
flooding. Moreover the richer countries
consume more of the world’s resources
and their carbon footprints are those
of giants, if not dinosaurs. These are
issues that point beyond themselves to
our need to discover or recover a truly
spiritual relationship to Nature.

Recently I went to Eilat in the
South of Israel on the Red Sea, where
there is a coral reef and an aquarium
that allows you to go under water and
observe the amazing variety of brightly
coloured fish. I felt part of the ocean life
and recognised again that every creature
— “water-beings, fire-beings, plants, ani-
mals” (to quote from the Jain scriptures)
from the simplest to the most complex
share the wonderful gift of Life.

Donald Nicholl, a holy person and
spiritual teacher, wrote of his experi-
ence one morning climbing down the
steep path into the Grand Canyon in
America. Seeing the different layers of
fossils, he said: “You feel a true kinship
with all those beings knowing that you
and they trace their existence back to
the first moment when life appeared
on earth. And then you start to reflect
that the very eyes with which you are
observing these wondrous evidences are
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the result of millions of years of striving
for light... We are who we are thanks to
the striving and sacrifice of innumerable
living beings who have helped to make
possible the life we enjoy."?

We are part of a chain of being
that stretches back for millions of years
and we need to recognise our interde-
pendence with all life and our need to
respect and care for it. This truth is to
be found in all the great religious tradi-
tions. It is also affirmed in publications
of the United Nations Environment
Programme.?

Prophetic thinkers, such as Teilhard
de Chardin and Sri Aurobindo, however,
go further and have emphasised that
the story of evolution is a growth in
consciousness, which in human beings
becomes self-consciousness. The pattern
of sacrifice, of life through death, which
in the natural world is involuntary, now
becomes a matter of choice. As Jesus
said: “He who loses his life will save it.”

Are we willing to lay down our lives
for others? Too often we refuse and his-
tory is the repeated tragic story of killing
rather than being killed. But spiritual
teachers, such as Jesus who chose the
way of the Cross, and the Buddha
or Mahatma Gandhi and many oth-
ers who preached non-violence, teach
us that sacrifice is the way to life. The
Environmental Crisis is not a problem
out there — for World Leaders and the
World Bank to solve — but a direct ques-
tion to each one of us about our own
spirituality. Do we reflect in the way
we live, in the choices we make, in our
awareness of our oneness with people
of other faiths and races, in our care for
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animals and our respect for nature, this
reverence for all life? Are we living icons
of the truth that life — all life — is pre-
cious, because it is a gift of God?

It is fascinating that mystics who
plumb the depths of the Spirit and those
who have explored outer space have the
same message for us.

Pictures of the earth taken from
space have been called a symbol for
our age. Astronauts David Brown and
Kalpana Chawla, who both died in the
Columbia spacecraft disaster, spoke of
the magical beauty of our planet as seen
from space. “If I'd been born in space,”
David Brown said, “I would desire to
visit beautiful Earth more than I ever
yearned to visit space. It’s a wonderful
planet.” Kalpana Chawla said: “The first
view of Earth is magical... in such a
small planet, with such a small ribbon of
life, so much goes on. You get the feel-
ing that I need to work extraordinarily
hard along with other human beings to
respect that.”*

Mystics who have explored inner
space proclaim the same message of
unity. The French Jesuit and palae-
ontologist, Teilhard de Chardin, said:
“I live at the heart of a single, unique
Element, the Centre of the Universe,
and present in each part of it; per-
sonal Love and cosmic Power.” The
American environmental theologian Fr.
Thomas Berry has written: “We are
earthlings. The Earth is our origin, our
nourishment, our support, our guide.
Our spirituality itself is Earth-derived.”®
Duane Elgin, a visionary author, says in
his new book that “Mother Universe is
nothing other than the infinitely subtle
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and creative ocean of aliveness in which
we are immersed.”’

Awareness of our oneness with all
life and with the Source of Being should
inspire in us the compassion and energy
that will ensure that all people live in
peace and that no one goes hungry and
that the natural world is protected for
future generations and that all beings are
valued and their right to life is respected.
To share in such a spiritual revolution is
today’s exciting and challenging call to
all people of faith. As the environmen-
talist Jane Goodall says: “We are moving
toward the ultimate destiny of our spe-
cies — a state of compassion and love.”®
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