Sustaining Wisdom:

 An ecofeminist renaming of Ultimate Mystery
Mary Judith Ress

What began as an investigation into the Wisdom literature in the hope of discovering a more inclusive, feminist image of God has led me toward a search for a more relevant naming of Ultimate Mystery for our times.

There appears to be little doubt that modern theological discourse is in a state of confusion (some would say creative tension) as it grapples with the paradigm shift coming from the recent discoveries of modern science.  Indeed, many theologians who are honest with themselves admit that our spiritual traditions will have to undergo radical shifts to be in harmony with the insights emerging from the new paradigm. Both feminist and ecological theologians are in the forefront of struggling to reinterpret Christian thought in light of  these shifts.

One direction this search has taken re-engages the long neglected Wisdom tradition of our Judeo-Christian heritage. I propose to dialogue with that tradition and some of its feminist and ecological exegesis, and while raising up the richness of this scholarship, point to a still dualistic mindset where Ultimate Mystery is prior to--and therefore above and beyond--Holy Wisdom. With the help of quantum/system thinkers such as Ivone Gebara, Diarmuid O´Murchu, David Bohm, Gregory Bateson and Carl Jung, I hope to cut through the transcendent/immanent bind that has so long plagued patriarchal theology by coming down on the side of an all-pervading Wisdom that permeates the Universe. Let’s see if it works.

 Reflecting on experience

Like many of my fellow humans, I have searched for relevant images of the godhead all my life.  And at each stage, I have found images that satisfied me--for a time at least, until I was prodded to seek out more authentic images that reflected both a new stage of personal growth and a changing historical landscape. 

Having grown up in the pre-Vatican II Catholic tradition of the 1950s, my earliest image of the Divine was Mary, Mother of God and Mother of Christ.   Mary was truly my mother: I went to her to be comforted when I was hurt or confused.  All my prayers of petition were to her, because--as the popular theology of the times taught--”to Jesus through Mary.”  She was the mediatrix par excelance, because how could Christ refuse anything asked in his dear Mother’s name?  As a young girl, God the Father was some remote being (I supposed he looked like the infamous old man with the beard, Michaelangelo fashion, but I can’t say I had a very vivid vision or interest in this faraway force.)  Jesus, of course, was Jesus, and I trotted faithfully behind him through the liturgical cycle of his birth, boyhood, public life, suffering, death, and resurrection.  But if the truth be known, although God’s Son and somehow then also God, he was, in the end, Mary’s kid.  

I can’t stress enough the importance of Mary as my root image of the Divine. My childhood was marked by May crownings, May altars and Novenas to Mary--all in the context of the liturgical cycle of my parish, “St Mary’s,” which was known for celebrating all the Marian feasts with great pomp and circumstance.  As a teenager, I joined the Sodality, an organization whose members consecrate themselves in a special way to Mary, and became one of its leaders.  Through the Sodality, I felt called to serve the poor and less fortunate--in the spirit of Mary (and her son) and engaged in a variety of apostolic services. All through these years, there were strong female models in my life whose devotion to Mary--and love of life!--continually inspired me: these of course were the religious sisters who taught me throughout my Catholic girlhood. I was very attracted to their way of life and eventually entered religious life myself.

Again, the congregation I entered had a special devotion to Mary (Sisters of the Holy Humility of Mary).  For several months during my Novitiate years I even consecrated myself secretly as a “slave of Mary” (a rather macabre series of observances taught by the French saint, Louis De Monfort) until my Novice Mistress found out and forbade my “slavery.”

Now, with the wealth of feminist research into the patriarchal repression of the goddess image in our history as a species, I am much better able to put my Marian devotion into perspective.

However, with my religious training in the convent, I was more rigorously introduced to the Jesus of the Gospels, as well as to a more enlightened understanding of Trinitarian theology.  Jesus became more pivotal: it was he who introduced us to his Father as “abba”, it was he who left us his Spirit to be with us always.  But not only did Jesus become an attractive historical figure, he became my “spouse”.  (My convent formation is right on the cusped that divides a more scripture-based Vatican II theology from a more pietistic theology where religious became “brides of Christ”.)  I remember clearly that on the day of my first vows, I had a mystical experience of being wed forever to this god-bridegroom who, because he loved me in such a special way, would be most demanding of me (“to much is given, much will be asked”).   And so, at the age of 21, wearing His betrothal ring, I set out to save the world for Christ.

At the same time, the Second Vatican Council was taking place, along with an eruption of Catholic social encyclicals from Popes John XXIII and Paul VI calling the church to “open the windows” to let in the Spirit of justice and compassion.  Key to those times was the conviction that the church was not a structure or institution but the “people of God” on a journey (in process). Ever a product of my times, I became an enthusiastic Vatican II Catholic, preaching, teaching and trying to put into practice the new social doctrine of the church.  Nourished by a simpler, more understandable liturgical cycle where the Mass really became a meal shared among friends, I found myself involved in the civil rights movement, in the anti-war movement, in the grape boycott to give the migrant farm workers a more just wage.  Radical to the core, the habit and veil gradually changed to jeans and sweatshirt and by 1970, I had decided that the most authentic way to live out my gospel commitment was to become a missionary in Latin America.

Throughout my early adult years, my image of the divine was the historical Jesus, the Jesus of the gutters, the slums.  From spouse (which gradually came to be an embarrassment), Jesus became “hermano en la lucha”--in fact, he looked allot like Che Guevara (I can even remember a picture of a bearded “Che-looking” Jesus with the caption: “Wanted, dead or alive, for subversion, helping the poor...”).  This was the Jesus of liberation theology, the Jesus who spoke of a kingdom of justice and peace and freedom.  This was the Jesus for whom I would lay down my life “por la causa”.

Mary, Jesus as spouse, the historical Jesus.  All were adequate at one time.  Gradually, however, I became aware that I was no longer praying!  And I was no longer praying because I no longer had a personal relationship with Jesus.  I could admire him, reflect on the gospels, and be inspired by his message and try to live it out in my life in his spirit.  But I couldn’t pray to him, nor follow his injunction to pray to his Father....  In the end, I found I could take some comfort in “centering”, in silence-- and when I needed and wanted to offer someone my prayerful concern, I could utter the Quaker refrain of “I will hold you in my heart”.  

Today, I understand Jesus of Nazareth to be a shaman, subversive sage, social prophet and the founder of a movement who invited his followers into a transformative relationship with the same “Great Spirit” that he himself knew.  This Jesus invited folks into a community whose defining mark was compassionate love. As Marcus Borg writes, Jesus´own self-understanding “did not include thinking and speaking about himself as the Son of God whose historical purpose was to die for the sins of the world and his message was not about believing in him.”

  Indeed, there have been--and are in our own times--equally compelling spirit persons. But my question, which must have been Jesus´question as well, continues to be how to understand and relate faithfully to Ultimate Mystery, which is, in the end, beyond comprehension--hence the proliferation of ever changing names, images and concepts for unfathomable mystery “in which we live and move and have our being.”

While feminist theology has provided me with the analytical tools to “suspect” the patriarchal underpinnings of our god images. it has not yet satisfactorily offered me more authentic images of Ultimate Mystery that incorporate the insights coming from quantum physics.  Yet we humans need constructs of meaning  upon which to build our lives and nurture our spirits.  This becomes urgent in my own case:  as I head into the later years of my life, I want an image that makes sense to me--and not only makes sense, but that urges me, like Miriam of old, to lead the people in song and dance in praise and thanksgiving for the marvels that come with conscious awareness, or in Carl Sagan’s words, to celebrate “the local embodiment of a Cosmos grown to self-awareness.”

.Influenced by the Sophia tradition, yet critical of it from an ecofeminist perspective, I offer the image of “sustaining wisdom” as an exciting new possibility for naming Divinity. I find this image to be more adequate as we move into a new millenium, which will have to emerge as an ecological era, if indeed there is to be a future for our species.
Biblical/Theological Reflection on the Wisdom Literature

In feminist theology’s attempts at a patriarchal deconstruction of God, scholarship has focused on uncovering alternative ways of speaking about Ultimate Mystery hidden in both scripture and tradition.  Key here is a reliance on women’s experience in what Mary Daly once termed “naming toward God”
 

Recent feminist scholarship is rediscovering the submerged early Christian tradition of Wisdom/Sophia, which had been almost completely erased from the memory of Western Christianity.  According to feminist biblical scholar Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “a submerged theology of Wisdom permeates all the Christian scriptures.  Early Jewish discourses on Divine Wisdom provided a theological linguistic matrix that was activated by early Christian communities.  Early theological discourses could thus use the traditions of Divine Wisdom to elaborate the theological significance of Jesus” as messenger and prophet of Sophia as well as to identify him as the incarnation of Divine Wisdom itself.

Let us take a closer look at this submerged tradition of the centrality of Wisdom in both the Jewish and Christian texts. 

a) Jewish roots
Personified “Wisdom Woman” appears in the books of Job  (Job 28), Proverbs (Chapters 1, 8 and 9), Sirach (1:9-10, 4: 11-19, 6: 18-31, 14: 20-15:8, 51: 13-21) and Wisdom of Solomon (6:12-11:1)    (Divine Wisdom was known as Hokmah in Hebrew, Sophia in Greek, Sapientia in Latin--all feminine-gendered words.)  It is important to point out, however, that Wisdom Woman speaks with different accents and in distinctive ways throughout this literature.  For instance, in Sirach, Wisdom is identical with the Torah, while in the Wisdom of Solomon she is a world principle, both immanent and divine.  It must also be noted that this literature is relatively recent compared with other Old Testament texts.  Job, the oldest Wisdom reference, was written between the seventh and fifth centuries BCE, while the Wisdom texts of Proverbs were definitely post-exilic, the Sirach texts written in 180 BCE and the Wisdom of Solomon in the second half of the first century BCE, or perhaps even during Jesus’ lifetime. 

What are we to make of this Wisdom literature?  According to Kathleen O’Connor, a leading feminist biblical scholar on Wisdom:

At the center of the Wisdom Literature stands a beautiful and alluring woman.  She is Lady Wisdom, or as I prefer to call her, the Wisdom Woman.  The primary mode of being of the Wisdom Woman is relational.  In all the texts where she appears, the most important aspect of her existence is her relationships.  Her connections extend to every part of reality.  She is closely joined to the created world; she is an intimate friend of God; she delights in the company of human beings.  No aspect of reality is closed off from her.  She exists in it as if it were a tapestry of connected threads, patterned into an intricate whole of which she is the center.



O’Connor stresses, however, that a theology of Sophia cannot be construed as overcoming gender biases in the biblical tradition in that stereotypical views of women, along with even some misogynist texts, are present. Nevertheless, she finds that “the figure of the Wisdom Woman ultimately transcends narrow female stereotypes to take on, in the texts and in our imaginations, a life of her own.... and brings with her a vision of reality filled with hope and promise for our fragmented, peaceless world.”

Who has read the Wisdom texts and not been moved by their magnificent, breath-taking poetry?  In Proverbs, we find that Wisdom is God’s first-born: 


The Lord created me at the beginning of his work,


 the first of his acts long ago. 


Ages ago I was set up,


at the first, before the beginning of the earth...


Before the mountains had been shaped, I was brought forth...


When he established the heavens I was there....


When he marked out the foundations of the earth, 


then I was beside him, like a master worker;


and I was daily his delight, rejoicing in his inhabited world


and delighting in the human race (8:22-31)

In Sirach, Wisdom proclaims her divine origins:


I came forth from the mouth of the Most High


and covered the earth like a mist.


I dwelt in the highest heavens....


Over waves of the sea, over all the earth


and over every people and nation I have held sway....


Before the ages, in the beginning, he created me,


and for all the ages I shall not cease to be.... (24:3-11)

Finally, in the Wisdom of Solomon, she is:


breath of the power of God, 


and a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty....


She is more beautiful than the sun,


and excels every constellation of the stars....


She reaches mightily from one end of the earth to the other 


and she orders all things well. (7:25-8:1)

For O’Connor, there are clear indications that Wisdom Woman is herself God: 

 In some of the poems about her, the Wisdom Woman remains a creature of Yahweh, though a privileged one, separate from God and delighting in the divine presence.  In others, the Wisdom Woman represents another way to look at God, another metaphor to speak of the beauty, power and attraction that God holds out to humans.  Nonetheless, Sophia is God, not a new god or a second god, but God poetically imaged as a woman.  She is Sophia-God.

Feminist systematic theologian Elisabeth Johnson, committed to uncovering alternative ways of speaking about Ultimate Mystery hidden in Scripture, holds up the Wisdom tradition as one such alternative.  She finds that the biblical figure of Wisdom is the most developed personification of God’s presence and activity in the Old Testament:

The biblical depiction of Wisdom is itself consistently female, casting her as sister, mother, female beloved, chef and hostess, preacher, judge, liberator, establisher of justice and a myriad of other female roles wherein she symbolizes transcendent power ordering and delighting in the world.  She pervades the world, both nature and human beings, interacting with them all to lure them along the right path to life.

Like O’Connor, Johnson asks, Who is Sophia? and also finds that because of the diverse contexts of the texts it becomes impossible to apply any one interpretation to each text where Sophia appears. However, she argues that Sophia could be a female personification of God in God’s creative and saving involvement with the world. Given the historical context of the Wisdom literature, Sophia could still uphold Jewish monotheism by casting Israel’s God in female image, thus showing that a transcendent God would also be near to the world, without compromising that transcendence.   

However, in the larger context within which the figure of Sophia took shape, there is virtually unanimous agreement that she evolved to counteract the extrabiblical figure of the goddess. Sophia’s likeness to the surrounding female deities -- the Canaanite Astarte, the Mesopotamian Ishtar, the Egyptian Maat, and the Hellanized form of the Egyptian Isis--comes jumping out at any feminist who has done her homework concerning the pre-Christian goddess traditions that coexisted with the emergence of the Old and New Testaments.  In fact, a combination of the Egyptian goddesses Hekat and Maat, known as “Hek-Maa,” signifies “Maternal wisdom” and may be the origin of the Hebrew word for Wisdom, Hokmah.

Isis, in particular, is a strong candidate because she was widely venerated throughout the Hellanized world. Temples, inscriptions and coins of Isis could be found in Rome, Pompeii, Antioch, Corinth and Palestine.  As her popularity grew, Isis assumed attributes and names of other female goddesses.  It is obvious that Isis could have been seen as a temptation to Jewish believers who apparently responded with the figure of personified Wisdom as a worthy competitor. Isis was called Kyria, giver of life, inventor of language, agriculture and navigation.  She was the protector of children as well as of the union between man and woman, establisher of justice and peace, the many-named yet one power over the whole world, indeed “the holy and eternal savior of the human race”

According to Johnson, the cult of Isis was a temptation to Jews of the Diaspora to abandon their traditional faith and adhere to this quasi-official cult which could also bring converts political and social advantages.  Personified Wisdom was the answer of Orthodox Judaism to this threat.  Most scholars believe that the mighty Isis can be seen in the figure of Sophia, a creative effort to counteract the attractiveness of this most popular deity.  Johnson notes that the very choice of the saving deeds narrated in the Book of Wisdom are a close parallel to the competencies of Isis.  The saving of Noah, which is never included in biblical lists of Yahweh’s saving actions but appears in the Wisdom literature (Wis. 10:4), matches the image of Isis as inventor of maritime trades and the protector of sailors.  “Such allusive retelling of Israel’s saving history so that it resonates with the pattern of Isis worship had the potential to revitalize the biblical tradition in a new cultural context...and gave to Jews a means of self-definition over against paganism at the same time that it made their tradition similar enough symbolically to allow for enhanced social contact,” Johnson concludes.

b) Christian adaptation

f the Sophia tradition was so prevalent to post-exilic Jews, what happened to her in light of the experience of Jesus?  As Schüssler-Fiorenza and other feminist biblical scholars have noted, the early Christian community identified Jesus with Sophia.  Indeed it was the identification between Jesus and Sophia that became the bridge by which the community could understand that Jesus of Nazareth was Jesus, the pre-existent Divine Wisdom of God. As Elisabeth Johnson points out: “By the end of the first century, Jesus appears not only as a wisdom teacher, not only as a child and envoy of Sophia, but ultimately as an embodiment of Sophia herself.”
 

The identification of Jesus as Divine Wisdom can be found in the letters Paul (Phil. 2:6-11, Col. 1:15-20, Eph. 2:14-16, Tim. 3:16) as well as in 1 Peter 3: 18-22, Hebrews 1:3 and John 1:1-18.  That relationship is also clearly articulated in the Gospels of Matthew and especially in John where, according to Johannine Scripture scholar Raymond Brown, “Jesus is personified Wisdom, Jesus is Wisdom incarnate. Wisdom come among us in specific, individual historical and human terms.”
.

Why is it then, that we don’t remember Jesus as Divine Wisdom, but rather as “Word of God”? For an answer, we must look more closely at John’s Prologue.  First, there is widespread agreement that the Prologue comes from a pre-existent hymn. Johnson says that the Prologue, “which more than any other scriptural text influences the subsequent development of Christology, actually presents the prehistory of Jesus as the story of Sophia: present ‘in the beginning,’ an active agent in creation, descending from heaven to pitch a tent among the people, rejected by some, giving life to those who seek, a radiant light that darkness cannot overcome.”

Why, then, did John substitute word (logos) for wisdom (sophia) in his Prologue?  Although arguments can be made for the biblical importance of logos, feminist biblicists point to Philo, a Jewish philosopher who had a major influence in the first century’s theological reflection. It was he who substituted logos for sophia because of its female character.  For Philo, the female signified whatever was evil, tied to the world of the senses, irrational or passive: by contrast the symbol of the male represented the good, the world of the spirit, rationality and active initiative.  He argues:

 For pre-eminence always pertains to the masculine, and the feminine always comes short of it and is lesser than it.  Let us, then, pay no heed to the discrepancy in the gender of the words, and say that the daughter of God, even Sophia, is not only masculine but father, sowing and begetting in souls aptness to learn, discipline, knowledge, sound sense and laudable actions.
 

Thus it came to be that this awkward feminine figure of Sophia was repressed and replaced by Logos.  According to Johnson, this shift was also coherent with the broader shift in the Christian community toward more patriarchal ecclesial structures and the blocking of women from ministries in which they had earlier participated.  “In other words, the suppression of Sophia is a function of the growth of sexism in the Christian communities.”

c) Alternative understandings of Trinitarian Wisdom

Both feminist and ecological theologians have appropriated the Wisdom literature to offer a renewed understanding of the Trinity.  Elisabeth Johnson, working “backwards” from spirit, to Jesus, then to first principle, creates a most attractive feminist reinterpretation of the Trinity in Spirit-Sophia, Jesus-Sophia and Mother-Sophia: Spirit-Sophia is the divine creative power, the source of transforming energy among all creatures.  “She initiates novelty, instigates change, transforms what is dead into new stretches of life.... Spirit-Sophia, friend, sister, mother, and grandmother of the world builds relationships of solidarity between God and human beings and among human beings with each other and the earth.”
  Jesus, the Christ, is the Wisdom of God in concrete, human flesh: “In wisdom categories we can say that Sophia´s intimate solidarity with the unoriginate God and her equally compassionate, life-giving solidarity with human beings whom she makes into friends of God are embodied in Jesus-Sophia, whose person is constituted by these two fundamental relations.”
  Finally, Holy Wisdom is the mother of the universe, the unoriginate, living source of all that exists.  “Speaking about God as mother points to the depth of that absolute mystery, expressing God as unoriginate origin, primordial being, hidden source of all that is, creator without beginning yet ever young and fresh, absolutely free, fount of outpouring, root of life.”

Ecological theologian Sallie McFague uses the terms mother, lover and friend in her search for a new naming of the experience of God in this era of anguish over the planet’s devastation.
 Denis Edwards, Catholic priest ecologist, also creatively attempts to recast the Trinity to fit into the new cosmology springing forth from quantum physics.
  However, while I respect Edwards´work, I feel it is an apologetics for orthodox Catholic Trinitarian doctrine, with an overlay of ecological concerns. 

In the final analysis, these attempts at renaming Ultimate Mystery point to the age-old quest to understand a mystery that appears to both transcend and enfold all that is, a mystery that is both one and diverse, multifaceted. We would also do well to remember that this one-in-three root image of the Divinity was first present to the human species in the three major aspects of the many-named Goddess: Virgin, Mother and Crone, or alternatively, Creator, Preserver and Destroyer.

Ecofeminist critique (Social analysis)  

My critique of a feminist interpretation of the Wisdom texts—and its attempt to render the imagio dei as more relational rather than the Supreme “other”—would be a gentle one.  Indeed, since we are all human and therefore evolving, I suspect that Johnson, McFague and others are also being influenced by insights coming from the new science so that what is a valid critique of their thought today may not be true in the near future.  In fact, Johnson predicts theism’s demise in favor of a relational God, a hidden God of Mystery, and says, “a revolution is going on in the God-concept today.”
  I especially want to laud feminist theology’s emphasis on God’s relationality, which becomes a key concept in ecofeminist thinking about Ultimate Mystery.

But while feminist theologians are giving us new, non-sexist, more inclusive symbols for the Divine, I argue that they still stay within the dualistic transcendent/immanent framework.  They are still caught up in the bind of imaging God as an external agent directing the evolutionary unfolding of creation, thus separating Creator and creation.  Or they suggest that God somehow co-creates in conjunction with the evolutionary process.  Sallie McFague, in particular, falls into this still dualistic posture.
 

As feminists have consistently pointed out, however, patriarchal religions, including Christianity, are deeply ingrained with dualism: Body/soul; spirit/matter; earth/heaven, to name just a few.  Christianity is profoundly marked by this dualism in its description of Ultimate Mystery as both transcendent and immanent--as opposed to the pre-patriarchal goddess religions, which were largely immanent.  

An ecofeminist view holds that a crisis is besetting religions of transcendence in that they lead us to look for the grounding of this world somewhere outside it.  Emphasis remains on a God who creates “out of nothing” (ex nihil), or as “prime mover” and therefore as external to the created order.  Even with an incarnational emphasis, where God (Sophia) becomes human flesh, emphasis is still on a transcendent, Ultimate Source.  At fault here is an epistemology that projects a “knowing” that denies the very phenomena we are observing!  Ecofeminists are calling for a new epistemology that will offer styles of knowing related to insights coming from the cosmology and anthropology of the latest discoveries in science, as well as from what our own experience as humans tells us.

My own ecofeminist critique of the transcendent/immanent dualism in our prevailing epistemology has been deeply influenced by Brazilian theologian Ivone Gebara, Latin America’s leading ecofeminist scholar.  In her soon-to-be-published book As a Deer Longs for Running Waters: An Essay on Ecofeminist Theological Philosophy,
 Gebara argues that it is in our understanding of person upon which we base our understanding of God.  The Christian notion of person is that one is an autonomous “child of God” and, as such, has an eternal destiny, foreordained by the person of God, who through the Incarnation took on the human condition.  God, then, becomes a historical person by means of our humanity.  Within this perspective it becomes clear why, according to traditional Christian theology, humans are the only beings made in the image and likeness of God.  For Gebara, “this understanding of person places humans at the center of all creation and makes us the beings closest to God in the hierarchy of creation, underlying the transcendent destiny of human persons. This view of the human person fails to acknowledge our intimate bond with the Earth and the entire Cosmos.... In traditional Christian theology, there is a marked discontinuity between the Creator and the creation.”
  From an ecofeminist perspective, the collective dimension of the person--our utter relatedness and interconnectedness--with the earth has been pathologically denied. Christian tradition has always opposed Earth with Heaven “our true home” – a concept Gebara finds not only obsolete, but also dangerous for our planet’s survival.  . 

Gebara reminds us that questions about God are questions about ourselves. God’s projected individuality is a projection of our own individuality.  To seek God has always been humanity’s attempt to speak of ourselves beyond our own limitations and to heal our deep wound of being finite.  According to Gebara:

We set up powerful beings to contrast them with our own fragility and weakness as we experience them in so many situations.  Most of the time we fail to see that we are trying to make sense of our own experience to grasp at the Mystery that is alive within our own being.... A metaphysical, anthropomorphic and anthropocentric God became a necessity with the psychological structure that evolved throughout the history of patriarchal culture...God was regarded as another “I,” an Ego of infinite excellence whose designs were inaccessible to humans. The need to affirm a higher power--a power presented as being in discontinuity with all the powers of the Cosmos, the Earth, humans, animals, plants and even life itself--appears to be of fundamental importance in maintaining the hierarchical organization of the society in which we live.  Within this structure, to affirm God as a person who is totally different, superior and OTHER is to remain within the same hierarchical logic... We are opening ourselves to a new model for understanding humanity and the Cosmos; we can no longer go on insisting on the traditional notion of God/person--that is, a separate being superior to all that exists, a kind of Super-Person with the power to “control” the Universe, human life and the morality of our actions.
 

Ecofeminism insists that the interdependence of all things is the constitutive reality of the Universe.  Poised as we are on the threshold of a new millenium, there appears to be a new urgency to refashion ourselves as a species.  Being “masters of the universe” leaves us with a bitter taste of being orphaned from the matrix from which we have evolved.  Indeed, it is slowly dawning on us that while we are part of a greater whole, the greater whole is also part of us and it is precisely because of the evolution of the greater whole that we now realize how related we are to everything else.  From this perspective, we can no longer think of God first and creation later because the gap between the atemporality of God and the temporality in creation is no longer logical.  As Gebara puts it, “relatedness is not a discourse about the person or the being of God, but about what we perceive to be the mysterious body of the universe to which we belong.”
  Furthermore, she says:

The invitation to love and mercy does not come from a reality that is external to us.  Rather, it is an urge that is present in our very humanity.  Within our very being, within our flesh, within our “organized energy” there throbs an incredible attraction toward other beings...What we call the divine is within us, and it draws us to open ourselves passionately to other beings.

Gebara also takes up the Trinity from an ecofeminist perspective, calling the doctrine a relic of religious belief.  She insists that it is we humans, through our ancestors and our traditions, who have construed the Trinity as “three different persons in one God.”  Furthermore, to limit the Trinity to its Christian meaning alone is to forget the uncounted years of human history and the many cultural traditions that went before it. 

What does the number three suggest? For Gebara, it is the starting point for social life,  indicates plurality, and shows that life is many-sided and amazingly diversified. The number three is a symbol of unity in multiplicity:

The Trinity is an expression of our history, of human history, which is both tragic and challenging; but it is a unified Trinity, as if in that unity we were expressing our own desire for harmony and communion with all that exists. ...Trinity is the word that points to our common origin, out shared substance, our universal breathing within the immense diversity that surrounds each and every one of us, each a unique and original creation, a path along the great Road of Life.  Trinity is also a word about ourselves, about what we know and live out in our own flesh and our life stories.... From an ecofeminist perspective, the Trinity is not three different persons living in a heaven we cannot point to.  It is not three persons different from one another the way we humans differ as persons. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit are not of divine stuff as opposed to our human stuff; rather, they are relationships, that is, relationships we humans experience and express in metaphorical rather than metaphysical terms.... Therefore, we need to reaffirm that the Trinity is the expression of the Mystery, both one and multiple, that envelops us, that has made us what we are, and in which we participate ceaselessly.  Everything is Trinity; all things are part of that vital and intimate relationship between multiplicity and unity that marks our character and our makeup. I am I, but at the same time I am thousands of lives and circumstances that have gone before me to weave and prepare for my personal life... I am my ancestors with their personal histories, their voices and traditions run through my veins... Death is part of the mysterious and sacred journey of life itself, a mystery that is beyond ourselves.  We can only report what we deeply sense: that out of the dissolution of one living form there arise thousands of others; that one life nourishes a sequence of others, and that in the end our living is part of this process, part of the dissolution and recomposition of life.

Would a renewed pantheism (equating God with the Universe), which Gebara seems to suggest in her ecofeminist understanding of the Trinity summarized above, cut through our current transcendent/immanent dualism?  As we know, pantheism is the denial of a God who is above everything.  Ecofeminist thealogians such as Carol Christ have pointed out that our fear of pantheism is based on the need to preserve hierarchical relationships among all beings: the need to distinguish not only between higher forms of life and so-called lower ones, but also between the Creator and creatures. Pantheism appears to break down the distinction between spirit and matter, between heaven and earth, between God and humanity, and between humanity and all other beings.  God especially is the Being whose identity cannot be mixed up with that of any other, and whose otherness must remain radical and absolute: God is not only superior to other beings, but absolutely different.  Thus God is absolute transcendence (without denying God’s immanence, of course). Gebara shies away from pantheism and prefers to speak of “pan-en-theism” (a term that implies that the Universe is permeated with the presence of God): 

 I like to say then, that to speak of pan-en-theism is to consider the potentialities of the Universe, the potentialities of Life as always open ended.  Thus we escape from the closed circle of immanence and transcendence, of “being-in-itself”, to become part of the realty we call the process of Life in which transcendence and immanence are mere expressions that point to the dynamics that draw us forth.

Here I would disagree with Gebara´s pan-en-theism and insist on pantheism.  Pan-en-theism smacks too much of the quandary McFague falls into of somehow still resisting a totally immanent identification of Ultimate Mystery with the world. I want to come down on the side of pantheism and immanence, while at the same time insisting that these dualistic concepts are now obsolete.  I am  convinced that Gebara is also committed to this posture.  She insists that we must realize that:

Transcendence is not a reality “out there,” isolated, “in itself,” superior to all that exists, but there is a transcendence within us, among us, in the Earth, in the Cosmos, and everywhere.  A transcendence that is here and now, among those who are like us and different from us, among plants and animals, rivers and seas.  A transcendence that invites us to reach beyond the limits of our selfishness and respond to our call to a new collective ethical behavior centered on saving all of Life.  A transcendence that is a canticle, a symphony unceasingly played by the infinite creativity of life.

To connect deeply with the potentialities of the Universe and with the dynamics present in the process of Life itself seems to me to be our task as a species at this point in our evolution. It is here then that I offer sustaining wisdom as a metaphor that leaves behind the dualism of transcendence or immanence and renames Ultimate Mystery in light of the recent scientific discoveries of the origin of the Universe.  

Clues for Transformation:

Sustaining Wisdom, an ecofeminist renaming of Ultimate Mystery

There is a Wisdom that can be read in the very history of the Universe and of the Earth, one that makes us all able to understand the presence of this power which “comes to our aid in our weakness” (Rom. 8:26).  It is this Wisdom that teaches peoples to seek justice and freedom; it is this Wisdom that teaches long-suffering and patience, mercy and prophecy; it is this Relational Wisdom that awakens us today to the ecological crisis and prompts us to seek eco-justice in the name of our entire Sacred Body.  .—Ivone Gebara

It is beyond the scope of this paper to delve at any length into the discoveries made during the last 20 years in quantum physics which are so radically changing our definitions of the origin and scope of our universe as well as who we are as a species. Excellent summaries of these discoveries can be found in the writings of Thomas Berry and Brian Swimme,
 Fritjof Capra’s The Web of Life,
 and Diarmuid O´Murchu´s Quantum Theology.
  These authors point to a paradigm shift from our current mechanistic way of understanding the universe toward an emerging cosmology where the material universe is seen as a dynamic web of interrelated events. We are discovering that our universe is a sphere of belonging—indeed, there are “horizons of belonging” which biologist Rupert Sheldrake calls “fields”—and that we belong to something greater than ourselves which is forever unfolding and evolving.

With Albert Einstein´s theory of relativity, our mechanistic, Cartesian worldview was shattered for all time.  We learned that time and space are not two separate entities, but that together they form a space-time continuum, and that energy and mass are, in fact, part of the same phenomenon.  Thus, things can be understood only relative to each other, not independent of each other.  This theory was extended to include gravity, the mutual attraction of all massive bodies, which has the effect of curving space and time.  Thus our universe is not a flat plane, but a curved one—and it is this curvature which effectively holds everything in place and enables the universal life process to function as a great whole. Indeed, we are being continually embraced by a sustaining wisdom!

Following Einstein´s lead, scientists began to question the supposedly determinist laws of nature and to posit an alive universe—everything seemed to connect, interact and interrelate. They discovered that radiation (either light or heat) is not emitted continuously, but in the form of “quanta,” energy packets that could be either particles or waves, depending on how and in what medium they were observed.  Quantum physics has revolutionized the way scientists understand the subatomic world.  It appears that there is no “basic building block” but only probabilities.   As O´Murchu summarizes:

It is at a perceptual level that the theory evokes a new way of viewing and understanding our world.  In essence, it states that everything we perceive and experience is a great deal more than the initial, external impression we may obtain, that we experience life, not in isolated segments, but in wholes (quanta); that these bundles of energy which impinge upon us are not inert, lifeless pieces of matter, but living energies; that our naming of the living reality we experience will at least be a probability-guess at what its real essence is (an essence best understood by interacting with it experientially rather than trying to conceptualize it at an “objective” distance).
 

This change in perception of reality is affecting not only physics, but biology, astronomy, and mathematics as well.  Indeed, a new language for understanding the complex, highly integrative systems of life has emerged.  Different scientists use different names to describe this paradigm shift: dynamic systems theory, the theory of complexity, nonlinear dynamics, network dynamics, etc.  Chaotic attractors, fractals, dissipative structures, self-organization, and autopoesis are some of its key concepts.  This new perception of interconnectedness is also affecting psychology and philosophy as well.  And, last but not least, it is beginning to awaken theologians.

In the quantum view, the reality of our universe does not need an external, supernatural raison d’être to uncover what is real. The laws governing the universe are such that matter and energy can organize themselves into the complex forms and systems that make up the ongoing evolutionary process.  Indeed, opposite concepts such as beginning or end, inside or outside become outmoded.  As physicist Stephen Hawking maintains:  “So long as the universe had a beginning, we could suppose it had a creator.  But if the universe is completely self-contained, having no boundary or edge, it would have neither beginning nor end; it would simple be.  What place then, for a creator?”
 According to physicist Paul Davies, 

The picture we obtain for the universe is a remarkable one.  At some finite instant in the past, the universe of space, time and matter is bounded by a space-time singularity.  The coming-into-being of the universe is therefore represented not only by the abrupt appearance of matter, but of space and time as well.  The significance of this result cannot be overstressed.  People often ask: Where did the Big Bang occur? The Bang did not occur at a point in space at all.  Space itself came into existence with the Big Bang.  There is a similar difficulty over the question: What happened before the Big Bang? The answer is: There was no “before”.

O´Murchu, struggling to respond theologically to the quantum paradigm shift, develops a set of 12 principles of Quantum Theology.  The first is: “Life is sustained by a creative energy, fundamentally benign in nature, with a tendency to manifest and express itself in movement, rhythm, and pattern.  Creation is sustained by a superhuman, pulsating restlessness, a type of resonance vibrating throughout time and eternity.”
 He describes Ultimate Mystery (he shies away from using the word “God” or the “divinity”) as a creative energy that is constantly changing, evolving and transforming itself into ever greater complexity.  This energy is the substance of life, the unrelenting wellspring of pure possibility, the symmetry within all.


I would call this pulsating, vibrating restlessness, this creative energy, sustaining wisdom.

Referring to John´s Prologue, O´Murchu does not reclaim the “sophia of God”, but rather shows that when the Aramaic word dabbar is substituted for the Greek logos, we have a different meaning for “word of God”. Dabbar does not mean “word” as understood linguistically, but is rather understood in Aramaic to mean creative, exploding energy. For O´Murchu, the task of theology at this juncture is to explore that wisdom which awakens and sustains the creative impulse of life, to dig deeply into the Holy Wisdom that stands behind the natural world.

Let us consider several examples that, I believe, will help us to understand this sustaining wisdom permeating the universe.  

a) David Bohm´s holographic universe

Basic to the paradigm shift from the mechanistic view (the whole equals the sum of its parts) is that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts; furthermore, the whole is also contained in each of the parts.  Thus, the concept of holon (Greek for whole) is beginning to emerge as a new metaphor to name this shift, and we now speak of a “hologram” as that key feature whereby each part contains information about the whole object.  Holograms were first discovered in the area of optics: a method of lensless photography in which the wave field of light scattered by an object is recorded on a plate as an interference pattern.  Through the hologram a three dimensional image appears, and any piece of the hologram will reconstruct the entire image.  Thus, the form and structure of an entire object appears to be enfolded within each region of the photographic record.

David Bohm, a physicist who worked with Einstein, has proposed that the universe itself is a hologram.  All that unfolds before our eyes is only an external, fragmentary manifestation of an underlying unbroken wholeness that he called an “implicit order.”  Bohm held that all matter could be discussed in terms of folding and unfolding.  He called this the holomovement  which is an unbroken and undivided totality.  Everything emerges by unfoldment from the holomovement, then enfolds back into the implicate order.  For Bohm, “the implicate and explicate together are a flowing, undivided wholeness.  Every part of the universe is related to every other part but in different degrees.”
 Our primary reality, says Bohm, is the implicit order, which is the subtle, universal reservoir of all life, the wellspring of all possibility and the source of all meaning. The explicit order, which is visible and discernible, is the product of the former.  For Bohm, the primary reality is not the external, visible sensory world, but the invisible, enfolded realm of potential and possibility. What we perceive, then, is not a landscape of facts or objects, but one of events, process, movement and energy.  Bohm saw that in this creative flow, past, present and future were all one.  Every creation of matter, influenced as it is by what I would call sustaining wisdom, is a recapitulation of all past creation and carries an inherent propensity to become something more than it is at any present moment.  Moreover, the universe seems to be knitted together by a type of memory network which builds matter around itself in various forms, ranging from molecules to plants, to galaxies  and stars, to our own species.  As O´Murchu, influenced by Bohm, concludes in his second principle of quantum theology: “Wholeness, which is largely unmanifest and dynamic (not stable) in nature, is the wellspring of all possibility.  In seeking to understand life, we begin with the whole, which is always greater than the sum of the parts: paradoxically, the whole is contained in each part, and yet no whole is complete in itself.”

b) Gregory Bateson´s “Mind”

Gregory Bateson thought of himself primarily as a biologist and saw the many fields he became involved with—anthropology, epistemology, psychiatry, cybernetics—as branches of biology.  His lifelong aim was to discover common principles of organization in their diversity—or, as he put it “the pattern that connects.”  Bateson is hard for most of us laypersons to understand, but he is unquestionably a major seminal thinker of our times.  He has made significant contributions in the area of family therapy by pioneering a systems approach, developed a cybernetic model of alcoholism, and authored the double-bind theory of schizophrenia.
  However, Bateson´s most important contribution to science and philosophy was the concept of Mind he developed, based on cybernetic principles.  His thinking opened the door to understanding the nature of Mind as a systems phenomenon and became the first successful attempt in science to overcome the Cartesian division between mind and body.

In contrast to the Cartesian worldview, which is still held by large sectors of the scientific community, Batesonian holism posits that:

· fact and value are inseparable:

· nature is revealed in our relations with it and phenomena can be known only in context (participant observation);

· unconscious mind is primary; 

· quality takes precedence over quantity; 

· mind/body, subject/object are each two aspects of the same process; 

· circuitry rather than infinite, linear progress is the norm 

· single variables in the system cannot be maximized; 

· we cannot know more than a fraction of reality; 

· logic is both/and (dialectical);

· process, form and relationship are primary; 

· wholes have properties that parts do not have;

· and living systems, or Minds, are not reducible to their components.  

· Nature is alive.

Bateson was convinced that it was possible to find the same sort of laws at work in the structure of a crystal as in the structure of society.  He believed that all phenomena, including individuals and societies, are organized entities that are “coded” in a way that is coherent.  Immersed as he was in cybernetic theory, Bateson saw that we live in a world of circuit structures and know something only in context, in relation to other things.  He developed an epistemology that holds that there are always Minds within Minds:  

A man himself is a Mind, but once he picks up an ax and starts to chop down a tree, he is part of a larger Mind.  The forest around him is a larger Mind still, and so on.  In this series of hierarchical levels, the homeostasis of the largest unit must be the issue.  Thus “person” or “organism” has to be seen as a sub-Mind, not as an independent unit.  Western individualism is based on a confusion between Sub-Mind and Mind.  It regards the human mind as the only mind around, free to maximize any variables it chooses, free to ignore the homeostasis of the larger unit.

For Bateson, there is no “self” cutting down a tree “out there.”  Rather, a relationship is taking place, a systemic circuit, a Mind.  The whole situation is alive, not just the human being, and this aliveness is immanent in the circuit, not transcendent to it.  And what is going around this circuit –tree-eyes-brains-muscles-ax-stroke-tree—is information.  This circuit of information is the Mind, the self-corrective unit, now seen to be a network of pathways which is not bounded by the purposive consciousness of the man cutting down the tree, but extended to include the pathways of all unconscious thought, as well as all the pathways along which information can travel.  Clearly, then, as we can see from this example, large parts of the thinking network lie outside the human body. 

Another example Bateson uses is that of the pollution of Lake Erie.  Since Mind is immanent in the ecosystem—and indeed in the total evolutionary structure of the universe—then if we pollute Lake Erie until “it loses its mind,” then we too will also go somewhat insane, because we are a Sub-Mind in a Larger Mind which we have driven a bit crazy.  The resulting insanity becomes part of our thought and experience. Furthermore, says Bateson, there are clear limits to how many times we can create such situations before the planet, or Larger Mind, reacts and does something do save itself.

For Bateson, a mental system, or Mind, can have two types of possible behavior: self-correction or runaway.  In a self-corrective system, the results of past actions are fed back into the system and this new bit of information then travels around the circuit, enabling the system to maintain something near to its optimal state.  A runaway system, on the other hand, becomes increasingly distorted over time because the feedback is positive, rather than negative or self-corrective.  Bateson points to addiction as the perfect example of a runaway system: the addict needs an increasingly larger fix.  Addiction, he says, characterizes every aspect of industrial society in is effort to control everything.  Any system that maximizes certain variables (such as fossil fuels, for example) violates the natural steady-state conditions that would optimize those variables, and is by definition, in runaway.  Bateson insists that there is no escaping self-corrective feedback, even if it takes the form of the total disintegration of the entire culture.

Batesonian wisdom is the recognition of circuitry, which implies the recognition of the limits of conscious control. He holds that the individual ego is only the visible arc to the larger Self.  He insists that the part can never know the whole, but only—if wisdom prevails—put itself at its service.  For Bateson, any lack of systemic wisdom is always punished.  As he puts it, “if you fight the ecology of a system, you lose—especially when you win.”

I argue that the Batesonian concept of Mind, as an immanent, all-prevailing, self-corrective circuit-feedback system, is a more adequate way today for naming the Wisdom (Mind) that sustains the universe.

Before concluding this section, I would like to mention briefly two parallel schools of thought which, for me, support and deepen Bateson´s thinking: the research of Humberto Maturana here in Santiago, Chile and the Gaia Hypothosis as developed by James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis. Both schools point to what they see as the self-organizing principle (sustaining wisdom) at the heart of the universe.  

Maturana, a biologist, has coined the term “autopoisis” as the ability of living systems to renew themselves continuously and to regulate this process in such a way that the integrity of their structure is maintained and continuously enhanced.  This “will-to-life” stretches into infinity.

Lovelock, an atmospheric chemist, and Margulis, a biologist, have posited the theory that the earth (Gaia, the Greek word for earth) creates the conditions for its own existence. They have identified a complex network of feedback loops that point to the self-regulation of our planetary system.  They found that the earth’s entire cycle—which links volcanoes to rock weathering, to soil bacteria, to oceanic algae, to limestone sediments, and back to volcanoes—acts as a giant feedback loop, which contributes to the regulation of the earth’s temperature.  As the sun gets hotter, bacterial action in the soil is stimulated, which increases the rate of rock weathering.  This in turn pumps more carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere and thus cools the planet.  According to Lovelock and Margulis, similar feedback cycles—interlinking plants and rocks, animals and atmospheric gases, microorganisms and the oceans—regulate the earth’s climate, the salinity of its oceans, and other important planetary conditions.

c) Carl Jung´s “collective unconscious”

Finally, I feel that my exploration into sustaining wisdom as a modern-day metaphor for the numinous would not be complete without mentioning the groundbreaking work of Swiss psychiatrist Carl G. Jung in the area of the collective unconscious. 

For the past two years I have been part of a study group on Jung,
 and have found that my horizons about reality and about who we are as humans have widened dramatically. I have discovered that I am acting on a much larger stage than that of which I am aware. I have become more attuned to the archaic psychic components (archetypes) that have entered my psyche without any direct line or tradition. From Jung, I have learned that the imagio dei in the human psyche is a symbol of our quest for psychic wholeness.  And I have also learned that we (our bodies as well as our psyches) emerge from the unconscious and return to it, linking us with those who have gone before us as well as to those who will come after us.   

In contrast to Freud, who held that each person is a unique, independent phenomenon, Jung believed that people are unique not in their own right, but in terms of the larger entities to which they belong.  All of us are, of course, products of our relationships, but Jung held that our interconnectedness is not simply interpersonal, but also cosmic.  Based on this insight, he offered his idea of the collective unconscious, which he saw as a vital force permeating all creation. O´Murchu describes the collective unconscious as a type of ethereal energy, containing all the thoughts, feelings and dreams of the past and all the hopes and aspirations of the future, even the evolutionary “aspirations” of the universe itself.  It contains both good and evil and represents the mysterious supra-rational within humanity and within the cosmos.

For Jung, our psyche is set up in accord with the structure of the universe, and what happens in the macrocosm likewise happens in the infinitesimal and more subjective reaches of the psyche.  He writes in his autobiography:

Natural history tells us of a haphazard and casual transformation of species over hundreds of millions of years of devouring and being devoured.  The biological and political history of man is an elaborate repetition of the same thing.  But the history of the mind offers a different picture.  Here the miracle of reflecting consciousness intervenes...The importance of conscious is so great that one cannot help suspecting the element of meaning to be concealed somewhere within all the monstrous, apparently senseless biological turmoil, and that the road to its manifestation was ultimately found on the level of warm-blooded vertebrates possessed of a differentiated brain—found as if by chance, unintended and unforeseen, and yet somehow sensed, felt and groped for out of some dark urge... We do not know how far the process of coming to consciousness can extend, or where it will lead.  It is a new element in the story of creation, and there are no parallels we can look to.

Jung distinguishes between the personal unconscious—things we simply do not remember or that we repress— and the collective unconscious, qualities that are not individually acquired but which are inherited, such as instincts, impulses and archetypes.  The collective unconscious forms an “omnipresent, unchanging and everywhere identical quality or substrate of the psyche per se.¨ He continues:

The deeper ´layers´ of the psyche lose their individual uniqueness as they retreat farther and farther into darkness.  ´Lower down,´ that is to say as they approach the autonomous functional systems, they become increasingly collective until they are universalized and extinguished in the body´s materiality, i.e., in chemical substances.  The body´s carbon is simple carbon.  Hence ‘at bottom’ the psyche is simply ‘world.’

Jung´s notion of the collective unconscious is part of the paradigm shift affecting science.  Jung worked closely with physicist Wolfgang Pauli, who pointed out that our idea of the evolution of life requires a revision that would take into account the interrelation between the unconscious psyche and biological processes.  Marie Louise von Franz, one of Jung’s closest collaborators, believes that the most promising field for future study in a Jungian perspective is in the area of microphysics:

At first sight, it seems most unlikely that we should find a relationship between psychology and microphysics....  The most obvious aspect of such a connection lies in the fact that most of the basic concepts of physics (such as space, time, matter, energy, continuum or field, particle, etc.) were originally intuitive, semi-mythological, archetypal ideas of the old Greek philosophers, ideas that then slowly evolved and became more accurate and that today are mainly expressed in abstract mathematical terms.

What Jung calls archetypes (those patterns of emotional and mental behavior coming forth from our collective unconscious) could be referred to as “probabilities” or “tendencies” in quantum physics.  These archetypes tend to become manifest in a “synchronistic arrangement” (Jung’s term) or as a  “complementarily” (a term from quantum physics) that includes both matter and psyche.  A final example von Franz uses to show parallel developments in mircophysics and psychology, is the Jungian concept of meaning or purpose.  Just as quantum physicists are looking for the connections in nature rather than for hard and fast laws, so Jung, rather than asking what causes something, asked: what did it happen for?

Like Bateson´s “pattern that connects” and Bohm´s “folding and unfolding universe,” Jung´s “deeper stratum” or collective unconsciousness from which all has come and to which all returns offers a clue toward a closer understanding of Ultimate Mystery.  For Jung, meaning and purposefulness (what I would call sustaining wisdom) are not the prerogatives of the mind.  Rather, they operate in the whole of living nature.  There is really no difference between organic and psychic growth; each will respond to its instinctual/archetypal coding.  A plant will produce a flower, the psyche will create a symbol.  

Conclusion

In the final analysis, any image for Ultimate Mystery must “feel right.”  Although grounded in the historical moment in which one finds oneself and presented in convincing theological argument, any construct of meaning  must be alluring, must excite, must elicit “ahhhh, yes, that fits,  that makes sense to me.”   At this point in my journey, renaming Ultimate Mystery as sustaining wisdom finds a deep resonance in me as I search for ways to bring a freshness to our Christian tradition that takes into account the paradigm shift currently taking place.  The test of this metaphor’s legitimacy, of course, will depend on whether it elicits other “ahhhhs.”  I stand in wait. 
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