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he image of our planet from space evokes a
profound sense of awe and respect. We have
similar emotions when we take a moment to
notice the birth of kittens, or watch ants of a
colony carrying food to their hill. There is a deepening
contemplative experience emerging from the Earth.
Yet, an ecological crisis looms over the planet,
indicative of humanity’s alienation from the Earth.
Many are seemingly paralysed by the gravity of the
problem. The Spiritual
Exercises, first
formulated by Ignatius
in another time of crisis,
can further our
contemplative
experience of Creation
while addressing the
underlying causes of the
ecological crisis, and in
so doing, enable humans
to act in a hope-filled,
healing way.
The members of the
Ecology Project Advisory Group located at the Ignatius
Jesuit Centre of Guelph' have developed and led
ecology retreats based on the Spiritual Exercises. In the
preparation of the retreat, we soon came to realise that
we were articulating our personal experiences of the
Spiritual Exercises, an experience which was shaped by
the land on which our retreat house stood?.
This paper is a reflection on our experience. I begin by
discussing Ignatius’ understanding of Creation. A
discussion of ecology and the Exercises is often
summed up by a discussion of the Principle and
Foundation and the Contemplatio. However, the
dynamic of the four weeks can engender a
contemplative experience of the Earth, fostering healing
action for the Earth. This points to the experience of the
Contemplatio. 1 therefore discuss how the four-week
dynamic can aid our contemporary search for God in
the Earth.

To say that the natural
world is a “subject” is to
imply that Creation has a
dynamic, personal,
relational character, an
intrinsic worth
independent of any
‘utilitarian value it might
have for humans

Creation in the Spiritual Exercises’

We live in a broken world (the 1999 Jesuit document on
ecology) states that Ignatius affirms a “three-fold
relationship of subjects” between God, humans and the
rest of Creation®. We are reminded that Adam (human)
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was created from Adamah (topsoil) and so is
permanently linked to God and the Earth. In his address
at the opening of Arrupe College in Harare, Zimbabwe,
Father Kolvenbach insisted that these relationships are
“so closely united that a person cannot find God unless
he finds him through the environment and, conversely,
that his relationship to the environment will be out of
balance unless he also relates to God.””

The use of the term “subjects,” in We live in a broken
world is important. Traditionally, the Western model
sees other creatures as objects, and assumes that human
beings are radically different from other creatures
because they are marked by the presence of human °
reason, or of a soul, presumably absent in other
creatures. Humans therefore relate to the natural realm in
a radically different way: as an object, not subject. I am
the subject knowing the world and its creatures as object.
The natural world is objectified. The philosopher, Martin
Buber, describes this type of relationship as an “I-It”
attitude. He suggests that instead, an “I-Thou” (or subject
to subject) attitude is more appropriate. Various
ecologists and feminists have argued for a similar
understanding. The Passionist priest, Thomas Berry,
refers to the entire Universe as a “communion of
subjects.” “Kinship” or “Companionship” is often used
to describe this subject-to-subject relationship.

To say that the natural world is a “subject” is to imply
that Creation has a dynamic, personal, relational

"The Bcology Project of the Jesuit Centre of Social Faith and Justice is
located at the Ignatius Jesuit Centre, which is the old
novitiate/juniorate of the Upper Canada Province. The 600-acre
property consists of a retreat house (Loyola House), an organic farm,
wetlands and bush located just north of the city of Guelph, Ontario.
*John English S.J. and two members of the Ecology Project, Lois
Zachariah and Kuruvila Zachariah, have produced a new expression of
the Spiritual Exercises emphasizing community and ecology. Cf. John
English S.J., Lois Zachariah, and Kuruvila Zachariah, “Twenty-four
Spiritual Exercises of the New Story of Universal Communion,”
Progressio Supplement # 57, November 2002,

*The influences on Ignatius® understanding of Creation can be the
subject of another paper. Ignatius, with his contemporaries, would
have taken for granted a sense of connectedness to the Earth and the
sanctity of nature, which have been lost by the Western mindset.
Ignatius’ reverence for nature is rooted in his experience. “We live in a
broken world” (the Jesuit document on ecology) reminds us that
Ignatius’ room opened onto a balcony and from there he would gaze
on a star-studded sky, taking great delight. Ignatius was also gifted
with mystical experiences. At Manresa, Ignatius had a vision about the
way in which God created the world. This was soon followed by a
vision on the shores of the River Cardoner, which gave him profound
insight, evoking interior transformation.

*“We live in a broken world,” Promotio Justitiae 70 (1999), 21.
*Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, “Our Responsibility for God’s Creation,”
address at the opening of Arrupe College, Jesuit School of Philosophy
and Humanities, Harare, Zimbabwe, August 22 1998. (Ottawa: The
Jesuit Centre for Social Faith and Justice, 1999), 12.Gerald Maniey
SHopkins, “God’s Grandeur.” Selected Poems and Prose of Gerard
Manley Hopkins. (Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1958), 27.
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character, an intrinsic worth independent of any
utilitarian value it might have for humans. We are
beings that affect others and are in turn influenced by
others. k

The “three-fold relationship of subjects” is particularly
evident in the Principle and Foundation and the
Contemplation on Love, the two bookends of the
Exercises. Ignatius establishes that humans are to use
the rest of Creation inasmuch as it will lead them to
God, that is, “to help us praise, reverence and serve
God.” Freedom is the key here, and this involves the
ordered attachment to creatures as well as humans.

The language of the Principle and Foundation might
sound at first anthropocentric,
i.e., the created order only has
instrumental value for the
relationship of humans with
God. However, in the
 Contemplatio it is clear that
Creation is both a source of
God as well as a pathway to
God. The activity of God and
the mystery of God are in Creation. God dwells in all
creation. God labours and works in Creation. The world
is charged with the grandeur of God, as Gerald Manley
Hopkins® puts it. Father Kolvenbach states,

Creation is the first
great work of
redemption, and is
the foundational
saving act of God

In the environment, the human person finds the
Creator “in all things,” and not in spite of created
things as if they were hiding him as behind a veil,
or even with their help, as if they had only an
instrumental value. He is one with them in
relationship with God which God lovingly
established for us in union with our environment’.

We experience the goodness of God through the
creatures around us. When we experience this
goodness, we spontaneously want “to praise, reverence
and serve God.”

"In the Third Rule of Discernment, Ignatius affirms
again that we cannot have knowledge of God apart
from the created world. He says that consolation is
“...an interior movement...aroused in the soul, by
which it is inflamed with love of its Creator and Lord,
and as a consequence, can love no created thing on the
face of the earth for its own sake, but only the Creator
of them all” [Spiritual Exercises, 316].

Creation is the first great work of redemption, and is the
foundational saving act of God. Redemption, then, is
within the context of Creation. Sallie McFague’s
understanding of Creation is consistent with that of
Ignatius. Creation is the place of salvation, not the
backdrop, or the stage®. In the Contemplatio, I am to
thank God for how much God has done for me and for
all the blessings received. God gives God’s self to me
in ‘Creation. God labours for me, and in so doing, God
redeems me. Indeed, Ignatius encourages retreatants to

“cry in wonder accompanied by surging emotion” as
they reflect on how God through the Universe, has

‘sustained and served them in life even though they

sinned [Spiritual Exercises 60].
The First Week

The ecological crisis is rooted in our deep convictions
and our worldview. Consumerism, materialism, the myth
of progress and economic growth, and our determined
effort to control nature are all creating havoc for the
environment. Yet, underlying these attitudes is a deeper
problem still, and that problem is of a spiritual nature.
We live at a time of immense information and
knowledge. After arguing that scientific evidence clearly
indicates that human activities are causing the climate to
change, the British scientist, John Houghton, said that
the problem lies in a lack of will to do anything about it.
“Not having the will,” he said, “is a spiritual problem,
not a scientific problem.”

The Ecological crisis is due to a disorder in the three-fold
relationship, that between God, humans and the rest of
Creation. QOur destruction of the Earth is an affront to
God. David Toolan simply states, “to degrade the earth is
to interfere with the message of its Creator.”'® Thomas
Berry says when we destroy the living forms of the
planet, “...we destroy modes of the divine presence.”"’
In Harare, Father Kolvenbach said that at the heart of the
ecological crisis is a “denial of the relationship with
God.”"? This point is reiterated in “We live in a broken
world.” :

At the origins of the ecological crisis is denial — in
deed even more that in word — of the relationship
with God. To cut with God is to cut with the
source of life, it is to cut with the fundamental
love and respect for life. When we are so cut off,
then we permit ourselves to destroy life, and
ecologically speaking, the conditions for life.”

Pope John Paul II has called for an ecological
conversion. He said “Humanity has disappointed divine
expectations...humiliating...that flower-bed that is our
dwelling. It is necessary therefore to stimulate and
sustain ecological conversion.”** The ecological crisis
exists because Creation has been enslaved by our sin. If
the crisis is to change, then transformation must take
place at the root of the problem. The First Week is about

"Kolvenbach, “Our Responsibility for God’s Creation,” 14.
%f. Sallic McFague, The Body of God (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Fortress Press, 1993), 180-182

“Public lecture given by John Houghton at the University of St. Mi-
chael’s College in Toronto, June 2002.

¥David Toolan, 4t Home with the Cosmos (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 2001), 74.

"Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco: Sierra Club
Books, 1990), 11.

2K olvenbach, “Our Respensibility for God’s Creation,” 13.

Bewe live in a broken world”, Promotio Tustitiae 70 (1999), 27.
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this transformation at the core of our being. It is about
conversion.

Part of the complexity of the ecological crisis is that we
live in denial about it. This denial serves to protect us,
for confronting the crisis could lead to the
uncomfortable feelings of helplessness, guilt and
despair. Such feelings do not foster positive action.
Several times, I have witnessed the helplessness of
people when they have been forced to confront the
gravity of the problem. I recall one talk given by an

The Second Week

There are two ways in which the retreatant can proceed
to the remainder of the retreat. First, after experiencing
the severity of the crisis and his or her participation in
this, the retreatant can enter the Second Week in the
traditional way, experiencing the life of the earthly Jesus,
then his passion and resurrection. After developing
intimacy with Jesus, and experiencing his death and
resurrection, the retreatant leaves the retreat with a
renewed commitment to action for the

environmentalist and theologian. The
extent of the talk was the recital of a

Earth. A slightly different way is what [ call

litany of our ecological sins, evoking fear Rather than fleeing from e Cosmic approach. We enter into the

for the very survival of the planet. At the

the ecological crisis to a

Second Week and experience intimacy with

end of the talk there was heaviness in the gz, of denial or despair, the Cosmic Christ, the Christ of Paul in his

room, indicated by the questions asked:
“The problem is so huge, what can I do?”
“Is there any hope?” “Can we do
anything?” It seems to me that there can
be better motives for action than the
feelings of fear and guilt.

in the First Week we are

invited to experience the
presence and love of

Christ in spite of our sin

letter to the Colossians (1:15-20), and of
John (1:1)". The Cosmic approach attempts
to develop a dynamic, personal relationship
with Creation as the embodiment of God. It
encourages an éxperience of Creation as a
pathway to God, but also as an experience

The goal of the First Week in particular,
is to address sin, but in the context of the saving love
and mercy of God. Guilt, fear, and helplessness are not
- appropriate responses to such love. We deal with the
severity of the crisis, and seek the grace of “sorrow for
my sin.” I have a cry of horror over my sin and the
extent of the ecological crisis [Spiritual Exercises, 60].
I have gratitude for God who desires to forgive me.
Nevertheless, the retreatant may be overcome with guilt
or helplessness. If so, prayer is the best way to deal
with these feelings, prayer in the presence of a loving
Creator.
Retreatants may also experience resistance to dealing
with the reality of the ecological crisis. People may
want to debate the severity of the crisis, or dispute
particular facts about problems such as climate change.
Rather than argue the details, the director can simply
ask the retreatant to “bring it to prayer.” The retreatant
confronts God with the issue. This is much more than
an intellectual exercise!
Rather than fleeing from the ecological crisis to a state
of denial or despair, in the First Week we are invited to
experience the presence and love of Christ in spite of
our sin. We experience God in the midst of crisis, even
in the midst of my sin and my society’s sin. Like the
prodigal son (Luke 15: 11-32), we hear the invitation to
return home to God, to Earth, with repentance for the
squandering of our inheritance by our violence towards
the Earth. We seek the grace to say yes to this
invitation, so that we and all of Creation can receive the
gift of salvation. We then proceed to the remainder of
the retreat to deepen our experience of the love of God.
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of the God/Cosmic Christ dwelling in
Creation.

During the Second Week, we approach Creation as a
contemplative. We experience the details of the Earth
with all our senses'®, loving the Mystery of the Divine
that is present. We seek to celebrate the diversity of
Creation, yet are open to experiencing the unity of the
Trinity in the unity of Creation. Such a stance toward
Creation is similar to that articulated by Elizabeth
Johnson as approaching Creation with a “contemplative
gaze,” by Wendell Berry as having a “sympathetic mind”
for Creation, and by Sallie McFague as “paying
attention” to Creation.

In the Second Week, we can also seek intimacy with the
Cosmic Christ as was expressed by the historical Jesus.
Meditating on the incamation may be helpful. In the

"“Pope John Paul I, Wednesday general audience, January 17, 2001.
"Retreatants have often asked me for an explanation of the Cosmic
Christ. Although the concept has a rich application in the history of the
Church, the actual term was first used at the beginning of the past
century. The Cosmic Christ is the Spirit of God Incarnate. It is the
Christ of Ignatius who is “Creator and Lord” — the Creator, but also in
a personal relationship with the Universe. The Cosmic Christ is the
Omega Point of Teilhard de Chardin, drawing all of Creation to
Christ’s self. As Diarmuid O’Murchu says, Christ unfolds Christ’s self
within the 15 billion year history of Creation. The entire cosmos is the
habitat of God/the Cosmic Christ. The Jesus event is the
particularization of the Cosmic Christ. Jesus is the presence of the
Cosmic Christ “erupting in a special way,” to use Sallie McFague’s
words. The resurrected Christ experienced by the disciples was the
Jesus without his earthly body. It was the Cosmic Christ. Cf. Diarmuid
O’Murchu, Quantum Theology (New York: The Crossroad Publishing
Company, 2002), p 178; Sallie McFague, The Body of God, 162;
Matthew Fox, The Coming of the Cosmic Christ (San Francisco:
Harper and Row, 1988).

"®The Application of the Senses (Spiritual Exercises 121) is a helpful
exercise for this.
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incammation, we find the fullest expression of the
Cosmic Christ’s personal relationship with Creation.
Our prayer consists of paying attention to the gift of the
Cosmic Christ becoming a creature of the Earth. John
McCarthy and John English observe,

We seldom contemplate that the fertilised ovum
in Mary’s womb is a creature, that Jesus passes
through all the human development stages that
have taken billions of years to create. The
incarnate Jesus relates to the creaturely aspect of
his existence in a personal way. Jesus becomes a
creature, a human and by extension has an ‘I-
Thou’ relationship with all creation. Christ, our
Creator and Lord, relates to all creation in a
subject to subject manner."”

We also pray with Jesus, who experienced the beauty of
the lilies in the fields, had mystical experiences in the
desert and on the mountaintop, prayed in the garden and
in “quiet places,” and used soil from the Earth to heal
the blind man.

We can also pay attention to the details of certain
aspects of Creation. We could focus our prayer on the
gift of soil, for example. By contemplating the
complexity of the biologic4l community within it, we
experience the majesty of God. Or, we pay attention to

prayer in the Second Week, she remembered that during
difficult times she would sit by the ocean and simply “be
still.” She was usually revived by a sense of peace, and
often could make decisions while there. Her liberation
simply came by recognising that this was prayer!

The Third Week

During the Third Week, we get in touch with the way in
which God labours in Creation, and specifically the
suffering of Christ within the Earth. The Cosmic Christ
continues to suffer in the poor. The pain of a hungry
child is the pain of Christ. The pain of a person suffering
with AIDS is the pain of Jesus. The abandonment felt by
some of the elderly is the abandonment Jesus felt on the
cross. We experience the suffering of Christ in the
suffering of the poor.
The cry of poor people is the voice of the Earth'®, It is
the Earth crying out. The Canadian Bishops state, “The
cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor are one.”"” And,
this cry is the cry of Jesus on the cross.
Because we experience the reality of Christ within the
Earth, we know that all poor humans and all suffering
creatures of the Earth express the suffering of Christ. All
suffering creatures are the poor’. Perhaps the most
graphic expression is the destruction of the species of
life. Christ also suffers as the Earth’s climate

the healing activity of the Earth.

We also focus on how plants act as agents of
healing. The medicinal and nutritional value
of plants is well known. But plants can also
restore balance. The dandelion, for example,
a much-maligned weed in Canada, restores
the fertility of compacted soil through its
long taproot, which brings nutrients from

There is also an
amazing ability of
humans to receive

spiritual healing

from the Earth

changes due to the burning of fossil fuels. We
experience Christ suffering as the rivers get
polluted, or when the fish die from pesticide
runoff from farm fields. “Are we still capable
of hearing and listening to the cry of the poor?
Are we attentive to the cry of the earth
itself??!, the Quebec bishops ask. During the
Third week we allow ourselves to get in touch

deep within the soil to the surface, improving
the overall health of the soil in the process. The healing
ministry of Jesus takes place in Creation; the healing
ability of Jesus is of the same sort as that within the
Earth itself. Therefore, the healing stories of Jesus are
also fodder for prayer.

There is also an amazing ability of humans to receive
spiritual healing from the Earth. A woman struggling
with a failed relationship and abandonment by her
spouse experienced healing through the fidelity of our
farm dog, Nimkii, who accompanied her on walks
during the retreat. .

I have also found that the Second Week is about
acknowledging and celebrating the relationship we
already have with God in Creation. People have often
prayed with their memories of childhood experiences
when they played outdoors, or when they accompanied
a parent with work on a farm. Sometimes these
experiences were never acknowledged as experiences
of God. One woman came to the retreat stating that she
experienced “difficulty with prayer.” Yet during her

with the suffering of Christ in the Earth. We
pay attention to this cry. And we ask for the grace of
sorrow, compassion and shame.

Recently, a Sister shared her experience of East Timor
with the group of retreatants. She spent some time there
soon after the Indonesian army withdrew, leaving behind
a scarred and scorched countryside. The only colours left
in that lush tropical countryside, she said, were black and
brown only. It was also quiet. There were no birds. In the
preceding war years, the people had had little choice but
to eat the birds for food.

John McCarthy, S.J. and John English, S.J., “The Spiritual Exer-
cises and Ecology,” September 7, 2000, p.5. Unpublished manuscript.
18Cf. Leonardo Boff, The Cry of the Earth, the Cry of the Poor
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1997).

1Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, Social Affairs Commis-
siont, “You love all that exists . . . all things are Yours, God, lover of
life” Oct. 4, 2003, p. §.

B¢t McFague, The Body of God, 165, 200-201.

2L e comité des affaires sociales de I’assemblée des évéques du Qué-
bec, “Cry of the Earth; Cry of the Poor.” May 1 2001, 1.
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