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Spirituality and the Environment 

Marcus Braybrooke.

Thank you for inviting me to speak at this gathering. I am glad to be in Croydon again and remember taking part in a memorial for Lord Weatherill, former Speaker of the House of Commons, a Croydon MP, and also an active supporter of the World Congress of Faiths.* I often recall his insistence that what is morally wrong is never politically right. I am also glad that WCF and IARF are continuing the long tradition of close co-operation, which dates back at least to the days in the sixties when Lord Sorensen was chair of WCF.

I see that the publicity mentioned that I am author of many books. In that I am following the example of the founder of WCF Sir Francis Younghusband, although I heed the warning of one reviewer of his Life in the Stars  that ‘He has been writing books for thirty years – and they have been getting steadily worse.’
 I will mention this later, but I want to say more about a subsequent book (he did not heed the reviewer) called The Living Universe. The title sums up what I want to say.

Concern for the Environment is of course at one level a justice issue and is inter-related to our search for peace and the urgent need to reduce poverty. Droughts, which are linked both to climate change and the ravages of war are among the causes of the current food crisis. The likely rise in sea levels will endanger the poor who live in areas most exposed to flooding. Moreover the richer countries consume more of the world’s resources and their carbon footprints are those of giants, if not dinosaurs. Besides being interrelated these are issues that point beyond themselves to our need to discover or recover a truly spiritual relationship to Nature.

They require in the words of Chandra Muzzafar of Just International: ‘an unprecedented paradigm shift in the way in which we look at ourselves, at others, and at the planet we inhabit.’
 Essentially this is that we see ourselves as part of the Natural world – not lords over it. We are living members of a Living Universe. 

*Weatherill was an advocate for vegetarianism and appeared at the first Vegetarian Rally in Hyde Park in 1990, alongside Tony Benn. He once stated; "as a life long vegetarian I believe that since man cannot give life he has no moral right to take it away".

Perhaps some of you have been to Eilat in the South of Israel on the Red Sea. There is a coral reef and an aquarium that allows you to go under water and observe the amazing variety of brightly coloured fish. I felt part of the ocean life and recognised again that every creature  - ‘water-beings, fire-beings, plants, animals’ (to quote from the Jain scriptures) from the simplest to the most complex share the wonderful gift of Life. 

Donald Nicholl, a holy person and one of my spiritual mentors, wrote of his experience one morning climbing down the steep path into the Grand Canyon in America. Seeing the different layers of fossils, he said, ‘You feel a true kinship with all those beings knowing that you and they trace their existence back to the first moment when life appeared on earth. And then you start to reflect that the very eyes with which you are observing these wondrous evidences are the result of millions of years of striving for light… We are who we are thanks to the striving and sacrifice of innumerable living beings who have helped to make possible the life we enjoy.’
 I felt the same recently when looking at the fossils on the Juraisic beach at Lyme Regis – although at one moment I looked too closely, hence the traces of a black eye.

We are part of a chain of being that stretches back for millions of years and we need to recognise our interdependence with all life and our need to respect and care for it. This truth, as you well know and could illustrate, is to be found in all the great religious traditions. It is also affirmed in publications of the United Nations Environment Programme.

So not only human life is sacred, but all life is sacred or as Younghusband said the whole universe is spiritual both in its totality and in all its parts.
 Other visionaries have said the same. The French Jesuit and palaeontologist Teilhard de Chardin said, ‘I live at the heart of a single, unique Element, the Centre of the Universe, and present in each part of it; personal Love and cosmic Power.’
 The American environmental theologian Fr. Thomas Berry has written ‘We are earthlings. The Earth is our origin, our nourishment, our support, our guide. Our spirituality itself is Earth-derived.’
 Duane Elgin, a visionary author, says in his new book that ‘Mother Universe is nothing other than the infinitely subtle and creative ocean of aliveness in which we are immersed.’ 

Evolution through which human beings have becomes self-conscious has only happened thanks to the sacrifices of countless beings in past generations. The process is not finished. We too are called to make our unique contribution to that processs. Like other prophetic thinkers such as Teilhard de Chardin and Sri Aurobindo or Father Thomas Berry, Younghusband insists that the process of evolution is unfinished. The love, which at our best we show, is for quite a small group of people, family, friends etc. This love particular, Younghusband says, is but a foretaste of the love universal, of which the interfaith movement too is a foretaste, which is the experience of the mystic. Like previous stages in evolution, this new development requires sacrifice. For us as humans, with our self-consciousness, this evolution is voluntary. The pattern of sacrifice, of life through death, which in the Natural world is involuntary, now becomes a matter of choice. As Jesus said, ‘He who loses his life will save it.’ 

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

Younghuband’s confidence that a new stage in evolution was possible was strengthened by his conviction that there are intelligent beings on other planets – a view for which today some scientists have some sympathy. In the  Living Universe he calls thse beings Altairiabs, whom this biographer Patrick French describe  as ‘asexual aliens’ but whom Younghusband as ‘beings who in the highest degree embody the Cosmic Spirit.’  At a time when cuts seems to be destroying the fabric of our society and world problems see insuperable, we need perhaps the optimism of Younghusband or of the contemporary environmentalist Jane Goodall that ‘We are moving toward the ultimate destiny of our species – a state of compassion and love.’

Let me end with verses from Alice Meynell’s poem ‘Christ in the Universe.’   

         And Sydney Carter’s carol ‘Every star shall sing a carol.’

Not in our little day

May His devices with the heavens be guessed,

His pilgrimage to thread the Milky Way,

Or His bestowals there be manifest.

But, in the eternities,

Doubtless we shall compare together, hear

A million alien Gospels, in what guise

           He trod the Pleiades, the Lyre, the Bear.   (AM)

***************

O, be prepared, my soul!

To read the inconceivable, to scan

    The million forms of God those stars unroll,

          When, in our turn, we show to them a Man.  

********************

Every star and every planet

Every creature high and low,

Come and praise the King of Heaven,

     By whatever name you know. (SC)  
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