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Our Way into the Future:
- A Communion of Subjects

ince the appearance of Silent Spring by Rachel Carson in 1962,
we have been reflecting on the tragic consequences of the
plundering industrial society that we have brought into exis-
tence during these past few centuries. That we should have caused
such damage to the entire functioning of the planet Earth in all its
major biosystems is obviously the consequence of a deep cultural

pathology.
Just as clearly, there is need for a deep cultural therapy if we

are to proceed into the future with some assurance that we will not
continue in this pathology or lapse into the same pathology at a later
date. We still do not have such a critique of the past or a therapy for
the present. Yet even without such evaluation of our current situa-

tion, we must proceed with the task of creating a viable future for
ourselves and for the entire Earth community.

Two things are needed to guide our judgment and sustain our
psychic energies for the challenges ahead: a certain alarm at what is
happening at present and a fascination with the future available to
us if only we respond creatively to the urgencies of the present. We
are concerned here with the second of these requirements and wish
especially to outline the conditions for entering a future that will lead
to the larger fulfillment for which the entire planet, as well as our-

selves, seems to be destined.
The first condition for achieving this objective is to realize that

the universe is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects.
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Evening Thoughts

The devastation of the planet can be seen as a direct consequence of
the loss of this capacity for human presence to and reciprocity with
the nonhuman world. This reached its most decisive moment in the
seventeenth-century proposal of René Descartes that the universe is
composed simply of “mind and mechanism.” In this single stroke, he
devitalized the planet and all its living creatures, with the exception

of the human.
The thousandfold voices of the natural world became inaudible

to many humans. The mountains, rivers, wind, and sea all became
mute insofar as humans were concerned. The forests were no longer
the abode of an infinite number of spirit presences but were simply
so many board feet of timber to be “harvested” as objects used for
human benefit. Animals were no longer the companions of humans
within the single community of existence. They were denied not only

their inherent dignity but even their right to habitat.
As we recover our awareness of the universe as a communion of

subjects, a new interior experience awakens within the human. The
barriers disappear. An enlargement of soul takes place. The excite-
ment evoked by natural phenomena is renewed. Dawn and sunset
are once again transforming experiences, as are the sights, sounds,
scents, tastes, and feel of the natural world about us—the surging sea,
the sound of the wind, the brooding forests. All this could be contin-
ued in a never-ending list of experiences that have been lost to large
segments of the human community in recent centuries—not because
the phenomena do not surround us constantly, but because we have
become locked into ourselves, as though large segments of the hu-
? man mind have become paralyzed. It is no wonder that humans have
devastated the planet so extensively. It was only a collection of objects
to be used. , g g,

Associated with this attitude is the loss of realization that the
planet Earth is a onetime endowment. Earth came into being at a
moment that will never occur again. It was given a structure and a
quantum of energy for its self-shaping processes whereby it could
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Our Way into the Future

bring forth all those remarkable geological formations and all those
magnificent modes of life expression that we see around us. Earth
was caught up in an inner-dynamism that is overwhelming in its 1m-
pact on human consciousness. These creations are set in a pattern
destined for indefinite survival if only they are treated properly. If
they are abused, if the life process is wantonly extinguished, then in
the future the energies that brought about these life-forms that have
been functioning throughout these past millennia in such a brilliant
sequence of transformations will never again be available. The quan-
tum of energy involved in their historical existence has been expend-
ed. Their unique wonder and beauty, the entrancement with life that

they evoke, will have vanished.
Yet even with all the extinction that has taken place, there does

exist a quantum of energy, available at the present moment, for cre-
ative movement from the terminal Cenozoic to the emergent Ecozo-
ic. This energy, however, will be available only for a brief period. Such
transformation moments arise in times of crisis that need resolution
immediately. The time for action is passing. The devastation increas-
es. The time is limited. The Great Work remains to be done. This is
not a situation that can be remedied by trivial or painless means. A
largeness of vision and a supreme dedication are needed.

Hope for such a renewal of the creative forces of the planet lies
. a realization that the Earth is primary and that humans are deriva-
tive. That this dependence of the human on the integral functioning
of the planet should be so obvious and yet so consistently denied and
so extensively violated is beyond comprehension. The primacy of the
Earth community applies to every mode of human activity: econom-
ics, education, law, medicine, and religion. The human is a subsystem
of the Earth system. Thus the primary concern of humans must be to
preserve the integrity of the Earth system. Only then can the human
subsystem function with any efficacy. Yet no phase of human activity
is so directly violated as this relation of the human to the Earth.

In the realm of jurisprudence, the English common law tradi-
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h has claimed such superiority in 1ts conceptions of the
has little sense of the larger governing prin-
ciples of the universe or the planet. The nonhuman world becomes
property to be used by the human. What is needed is a governance

and a jurisprudence founded in the supremacy of the already existing
e of the planet as a single, yet differentiated, com-

tion, whic
dignity of the human,

Earth governanc
munity. An interspecies jurisprudence 1s needed. The primary com-

munity is not the human community, it is the Earth community. Our
primary obligations and allegiances are to this larger community.

Especially in religion, the human depends on the natural world,
for it is the wonder and majesty of the universe that evokes the sense
of the divine origin and sacred character of the universe. The uni-
verse is a mysterious reality. We can know only the marginal aspects
of how the universe functions. The difficulty arises to some extent in
written scriptures. Once the divine is perceived principally through
written scriptures, then there is a tendency to believe that the natural
world does not communicate the sense of the sacred except in some
minor way. Scriptures can never replace our need for a natural world
that we will esteem, by immediate experience, as the manifestation of
the ultimate mysteries of existence itself. If the Earth is only a back-
ground or a collection of resources for the human, then the devasta-
tion presently taking place will continue.

Since the discovery of the universe as an evolutionary process,
there is a special need to establish this new sense of the universe as
a revelatory experience. Such experience activates a new mode of
manifestation of the ultimate mysteries of the universe. Future gen-
erations will need to be religious within this context. Traditional
scriptures will not be effective in awakening future generations to a
sense of the sacred, as they have done in past generations. A radical
new adaptation is taking place, a new awakening to the divine not
only through the awesome qualities of the universe as experienced
immediately but also through the immense story of the universe and
its long series of transformations.
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We need to establish rituals for celebrating these transformation

ments that have enabled the universe and the planet Earth to de-
rs. This would involve celebrating the

primordial moment of emergence of the universe and other transfor-
such as the supernova collapse of the first genera-

tion of stars whereby the ninety-some elements needed for life and
consciousness came into existence. We should especially celebrate

that star out of which our own solar system was born and the various

life-forms of Earth became possible.
The discovery of sexual reproduction upon which the evolu-

the discovery of photosynthess,
out of the sea and its venturing

mo
velop over these past many yea

tionary process depends so directly,

of respiration, the emergence of life
onto the land, the first trees, the flowering plants, the transition to

the emergence of the human: all these are sacred

the Cenozoic era,
our sense of the

moments. To celebrate these occasions would renew

«acred character of the universe and the planet Earth.
The Earth will not function in the future in the same manner

that it has functioned in the past. A decisive transformation has tak-

en place. The human had nothing to say in the emergent period of
the universe before the present. In the future, however, the human

will be involved in almost everything that happens. We have passed
over a threshold. We cannot make a blade of grass. Yet there is liable
not to be a blade of grass in the future unless it 1s accepted, protected,
and fostered by the human. Sometimes, 100, there is a healing that

can be brought about by human assistance.
Just now our modern world, with its scientific technologies, its

industrial processes, and its commercial establishments, functions
with amazing arrogance in its attitude toward the natural world. The
human is seen as the supreme reality. Every other being is available
for exploitation. The supreme law of economics calls for taking as
much as possible of the Earths resources to be processed, passed
through the consumer economy as quickly as possible, and then
deposited as residue on the waste heap. The greater the amount of
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domestic product or the gross human product and the more success-
ful the human enterprise is thought to be, although the final conse-
quence of such an economic program 1s to turn the entire planet into

a wasteland. Any sense of the sacred, any restraint in favor of main-
taining the inner coherence and resplendence of the natural world, is

considered an expression of an unendurable romanticism.
Yet the planet now exists in a more intricate relation with the

human than ever before. The very devastation wrought by the human
has brought about a new type of interdependence in human-Earth
relationships. The new scientific controls over the natural world do

not mean that the human can, as it were, direct the destiny of the
planet or bring the planet into any context that the human wishes.
The human can bring about extinction on a broad scale, but it cannot
bring about life. It can only assist in some limited way in evoking life
through the processes inherent in the Earth itself.

The ultimate goal of any renewal process must be to establish
a mutually enhancing mode of human-Earth relations. This mutual
enhancement can be achieved only within limits, since the human
in some manner places stress upon Earth ecosystems. Nonetheless,
this mutuality can make the gains and losses more proportional and
acceptable within the context of the planetary community. The ten-
sions within the life processes of the planet are, in their larger conse-
quences, creative, not destructive, tensions.

This story of the universe now becomes the basic framework for
education. This comprehensive context includes all education, from
the earliest period of schooling through professional education. The
story of the universe expresses a functional cosmology that needs to
be taught at every level of education. To be educated is to know the
story and the human role in the story. Through this story we come
to know the manner whereby we ourselves came into being and the
role we should be fulfilling in the story. Because our capacity to tell
this story in its full dimensions in space and in its sequence of trans-
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formations in time has been only recently attained, we are only now

beginning to understand the story’s significance.
If we respond to it properly, this story can guide us through the

¢ransition phase of our history from the terminal Cenozoic 1nto the
emerging Ecozoic. This new, emergent phase of Earth history can be
defined as that period when humans would be present to the Earth in
, mutually enhancing manner. This story evokes not only the guid-

but also the psychic energy needed to carry out the sequence of

ance
into the future.

transformations now required of us as we move
Throughout its vast extent in space and its long sequence of

transformations in time, the universe constitutes a single multiform
sequential celebratory event. Every being in the universe 1s intimately

present to, and is influencing, every other being in the universe. Ev-
ery being contributes to the magnificence of the whole. Because the

universe is the only self-referent mode of being in the phenomenal
world, it constitutes the norm of all reality and value. The universe
is the only text without a context. Every particular mode of being
< universe-referent, and its meaning 18 established only within this
comprehensive setting. This is why this story of the universe, and

especially of the planet Earth, is so important. Through our under- |
standing of this story, our own role in the story is revealed. In this

revelation lies our way into the future.



