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Chair Notes… 
at August  

he weather has been so terribly cold the past 
several days, it seems as if even the squirrels 
and sparrows are reluctant to spend much 

time out of their nests.  Can you imagine finding 
comfort huddled these wintry days among a pile of 
sticks and leaves, tucked high up in the crook of a 
naked tree and swaying in the wind?  I can’t either. 
Thank heavens, that’s not what the Gospel asks us 
to do.   

 
What we have been asked, this past month, is to 
become holy, to become followers of Jesus, and 
“fishers of people.”  Holy?  Well, maybe the 
squirrels have it pretty easy after all, trying to stay 
warm in a pile of sticks and leaves.   

 
Of course, our readings didn’t mention freezing 
weather or staying warm in difficult circumstances, 
but the term difficult circumstances reminds me of 
Father Jorge’s recent homily.  He pointed out that, 
as a Galilean, Jesus belonged to people who were 
geographically and culturally on the margin, people 
who lived in difficult circumstances.  Jesus lived 
and grew up among them, and his years of public 
ministry were spent healing and preaching to them.  
Jorge reminded us that if we are followers of Jesus, 
we are called to the margins of society as well.  
Called to serve and minister and heal as best we 
can.  And we are also called to be living on the 
margin in some identifiable way.   

 
Perhaps in these angry and unpredictable times, no 
one needs to be reminded that folks who dedicate 
themselves to serving those on the margins of 
society don’t always feel warm and safe and 
comfortable.  The comfort is elsewhere; the rewards 
and profits and powerful constituencies aren’t found 
on the margins.  In that way, not much has changed 
since Jesus’ time.   

 
The NOVA Catholic Community 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Polls may show that unemployment and health care 
are the most important issues for the public, but  
many of our leaders choose to focus on balancing 
the budget instead.  And instead of balancing it with 
a combination of raising income (i.e. taxes) and 
cutting expenses, they propose simply to cut 
government services without regard for its effect on 
people, especially people on the margin.  Especially 
people who rely on Medicare, Social Security, 
Medicaid, Legal Aid, housing subsidies, or Head 
Start.  Not to mention agencies that protect our food 
and water from contamination, inspect our bridges, 
protect the arts, and teach our children.  
 
So it’s pretty clear today where Jesus would lead us.  
It’s pretty clear with whom we need to stand, for 
whom we need to advocate.  Need renewed energy 
to do this?  Talk with the folks involved in Nova’s 
Peace and Social Justice programs.  Inevitably, 
being on the margin feels like being up a tree 
sometimes—like those squirrels, cold and lonely 
and uncomfortable, but we’re not alone.  Jesus 
promised.  

 
And so together, we carry on, heading into the 
month of Valentines and Presidents, Punxsutawney 
Phil, Chinese New Year, and the next NOVA 
General Meeting.  Please circle February 26 on your 
calendars.  We will meet at 7:00 p.m. in the 
Barrett’s social room, and we have a full and lively 
agenda.  (See the announcement inside.)  There are 
still some tickets left for the Men Who Cook 
extravaganza in March, and it sounds like the 
Tables of Six project is off to a great start.  No, it’s 
not so cold and lonely after all!     
 ~ Teddi, Co-chair 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

www.novacommunity.org 

T 
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NOVA Photos: http://web.mac.com/dicarroll/Nova 
 
  

NOVA Message Line             (703) 852-7907 

Chairpersons 

 
Tom Clarkson 
Teddi Ahrens 
 

Treasurer 
 
Joe Formoso 
 

 
Coordinator, 
Community Life 
 

Cece Michelotti 

Liturgy Coordinator 
 
Gloria Mog 
 

 
Padre Cadre Coordinator 
 

John Mooney 

Music Coordinator 
 
Victoria Robinson 
 

 
Peace and Justice 
Coordinators 
 

Dianne Carroll 
Marie Keefe 

Christ House 
Coordinator 

Kopp Michelotti 

Facilities 
 
Glen Passin 
 

Newsletter Editor 
 
Judy Christofferson 
 

 
 
The NOVA Catholic Community invites you to celebrate 
the Eucharistic liturgy with us every Sunday in Arlington, 
Virginia. 
 
Note: Our Liturgy is usually celebrated at Kenmore 
Middle School, Arlington Blvd. and Carlin Springs Road, 
Arlington, VA.  Beginning Memorial Day weekend up to 
our Fall Retreat weekend in September, we celebrate at 
Lacey Woods Park, George Mason Drive near Washington 
Blvd., unless otherwise noted. 
 
Liturgies at Kenmore begin at 10:15 a.m.  
Gather at 10:00 a.m. 
Liturgies at Lacey Woods begin at 9:30 a.m.  
Gather at 9:15 am 
 
Call the Message Line (above) or check the NOVA website 
for the latest information. 
 
 

FFeebbrruuaarryy  BBiirrtthhddaayyss  
  

    
 2 Bonnie Lowery  
 11  Charlie Boyne  
  Ray Kemp  
 12  Monica Rosenberg  
 15  Amy Kyleen Lute  
  Justin Mog   
 19  Josh White  
 20  Linda Rosenberg  
 24  Amy Bailey  
 27  Catherine Schmidt  
 28  Mary Grace 
 
NOTE: Mike Marron’s birthday, January 31, 
was inadvertently omitted last month.  Belated 
best wishes to Mike.  
 

 
Please send Judy Christofferson your birthday if 
you would like it to appear here (month/day only). 
 
NOVA is praying for. . .  

 

Eve Birch, who is looking for a home and items to 
provide temporary housing for the homeless. 
 
Judy Christofferson, who broke her ankle in a fall. 
 

Sonja Donahue, who appreciates a card, a call or a 
visit.  
 

Jody Furlong, who would also appreciate a phone 
call or note. 
 
 
 
Remember these and any other NOVA members 
and their friends and family who need our prayers. 

 

February Newsletter Deadline: 
Monday, February 21 
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Liturgies: Cycle A 
Inclusive Readings and Music Selections are available in the new NOVA Yahoo Group Files. 

Please give all music selections to the Music Liaison the Sunday before your liturgy and print 65 copies  
of the liturgy program.  Liturgies at Kenmore begin at 10:15 a.m. and at 9:30 at Lacey Woods Park. 

 

Li”.    The  

 
 
 
February 6 – 5th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Gerry Stockhauser, SJ – Anne Passin 
Isaiah 58: 7-10 
Psalm 112 
1 Corinthians 2:1-5 
Matthew 5:13-16 
 
February 13 – 6th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
John Haughey, SJ – Cece and Kopp Michelotti 
Sirach 15:15-20 
Psalm 119 
1 Corinthians 2:6-10 
Matthew 5:17-37 
 
February 20 – 7th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Quinn Conners, O.Carm. – Goldschmidts 
Leviticus 19:102, 17-18 
Psalm 103 
1 Corinthians 3:16-23 
Matthew 5:38-48 
 
February 27 – 8th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Jim Hug, SJ – Judy and Clyde Christofferson 
Isaiah 49:14-15 
Psalm 62 
1 Corinthians 4:1-5 
Matthew 6:24-34 
  

 
March 6 – 9th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Joe Nangle, OFM – Christies and O’Tooles 
Deuteronomy 11:18, 26-28, 32 
Psalm 31 
Romans 3:21-25, 28 
Matthew 7:21-27 
 
March 9 – Ash Wednesday 
7:30 p.m. – Home of John & Marlene Tarrant 
 
March 13 – 1st Sunday of Lent 
Gerry Stockhauser, SJ – Barbara and Joe Formoso 
Genesis 2:7-9; 3:1-7 
Psalm 51 
Romans 5:12-19 
Matthew 4: 1-11 
 
March 20 – 2nd Sunday of Lent 
Dan Madigan, SJ – David and Gloria Mog 
Genesis 12:1-4a 
Psalm 33 
2 Timothy 1:8-10 
Matthew 17:1-9 
 
March 27 – 3rd Sunday of Lent 
Ray Kemp - Walt Landry 
Exodus 17:3-7 
Psalm 95 
Romans 5:1-2, 5-8 
John 4:5-42 
 

 

Lenten Planning Meeting 
 

There will be a brunch at Gloria and David Mog’s home on Sunday, February 27, right after the liturgy, to 
plan for the Lenten season.  All Sunday planners as well as music and environmental coordinators and anyone 
interested in helping out with Lent are invited to attend.  Please let Gloria Mog know if you are able to come. 

         

February Music Liaison  
Barbara Formoso 

March Music Liaison 
Tim White 
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NOVA General Meeting 
 

 When: Saturday, February 26 at 7:00 p.m. 
 
 Where: The Barrett's (building social hall) 
  200 North Maple Ave, Falls Church 
 
 Agenda and Presenters:  
 

 Review of Nova's new Co-Chair Selection 
Process  (Gloria Mog) 

 Report from the "Youth/Where Are They 
Going?” – TBD 

 Survey Report from the Space Explorers 
Committee about relocating  (John Tarrant) 

 Peace and Justice Committee (Dianne 
Carroll and Marie Keefe)  

 Retreat Location (Jeanne Clarkson) 
 

Please bring snacks to share.  

 
 

Important Opportunity 

You can keep the momentum going, making real 
gains that directly touch the lives of those among us 
in Northern Virginia who seek access to 
medical/dental care, affordable housing, and 
immigration reform.  Plan to participate in the 
upcoming VOICE training, Monday, February 
28th, 7:00-9:30 PM at Temple Beth El, 3830 
Seminary Road, Alexandria, VA 22304 (Just off 
of I-395 on Seminary Road.).  Join with members of 
other congregations, synagogues, mosques to learn 
how relational organizing works to make a real 
difference for social justice in today’s climate.  
NOVA supports VOICE (Virginians Organized for 
Interfaith Community Engagement) through its 
annual peace and social justice budget.  But our 
commitment to VOICE goes beyond financial 
contribution; it needs each of us doing the hard 
work necessary to bring about much needed 
changes.  Hope to see at least 5 members of the 
NOVA Community there.  For further information, 
please contact John or Nancy Veldhuis, (703) 370-
5070. 

 
 
 

The 5th Annual Peace Symposium 
 

 Hope for the Middle East: Defending 
Religious Liberty 

 
 

With keynote speaker 
 

Drew Christiansen, S.J. 
Editor in Chief of America  

 
Saturday, February 12, 10:00 a.m.-1:00p.m.  

Registration and coffee at 9:30am 
 

Refreshments provided. - All are welcome. 
 

St. Charles Borromeo Catholic Church, 3304 N. 
Washington Blvd., Arlington, VA 22203 

For more information, contact Marisa Vertrees, 
703-527-5500, Ext. 126, 

mvertrees@stcharleschurch.org  
 
 

 
NOVA 2011 Retreat 

 
For your term planning:  
 
NOVA's 2011 retreat at Shrine Mont will be on 
September 16, 17, and 18.  Mark your calendars! 
 

PICTURES FOR  
THE FEBRUARY NEWSLETTER 

 
For pictures of January liturgies please link directly 
to the following: 
 
 NOVA January 2011 Photos 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

http://gallery.me.com/dicarroll#100624&bgcolor=black&view=grid
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Gunston Volunteers Needed 
 

NOVA volunteers distribute bags of non-perishable  
food, cereal provided by the Community, and 
perishable items such as eggs, milk, and meat that are 
picked up at the Arlington Food Assistance Center 
warehouse on the night of distribution.   Produce 
items are picked up every other week by Eric Carroll 
at the produce markets downtown (and funded by 
the NOVA Peace and Justice budget). The 
distribution takes place at the Gunston Middle 
School Recreation Center in Arlington. Many 
volunteers have been active in this project for a lot 
of years. Every Thursday there is a seasoned 
volunteer, so this is your chance to try out your 
skills.  Having someone who speaks Spanish is a 
real plus for each of the teams. If you are interested 
in being a volunteer, email Dianne Carroll at: 
diacarroll@comcast.net or call her at 703-536-2616. 
 
February Gunston Schedule: 
 
February 3: Ted/Carolyn Miller, Mike/Betsy  
   Marron  
February 10: Eric (volunteer needed) 
February 17:  Tim/Jerry, Cathy G. 
February 24: Glen/Syd 
 

Peace and Social Justice Update 

The committee convened to look ahead and set a 
course for this year.  We feel it is important for the 
community to discuss all peace and social justice 
activities and funding in light of the new approaches 
NOVA has undertaken this year. Since our grand 
experiment includes the Men Who Cook gala on 
March 6, we will wait until the end of March to 
have a comprehensive meeting.  At the February 22 
general meeting we will devote time to updating 
everyone and gather questions to form the backbone 
of the March meeting.   
 
Meanwhile most of the project liaisons have given 
brief oral presentations and the remainder will do so 
in the next month.   
 
Our thanks to the coordinators for all their efforts.  
  ~The Peace and Social Justice Committee 

 
 

 

February Christ House Dinner  
 

On Monday, February 21, NOVA will prepare and 
serve meatloaf and scalloped potatoes to the hungry 
clients at Christ House.  Please mark your calendars 
to remember to bring your meatloaves and 
potatoes to the liturgy on February 20.  
Alternatively, you may drop them off at the 
Michelotti's anytime on Sunday or up till 1:00 p.m. 
on Monday the 21st.  Just leave them in the coolers 
on the front porch at 6325 19th Street N., Arlington.   
 
If you'd like to get involved in the kitchen, please 
call or e-mail Kopp Michelotti (703-241-0789, 
koppmich@yahoo.com) or Ken Chaison (301-571-
8180, kenchaison@yahoo.com).  We generally start 
food prep around 4:00 p.m.  Thanks for all you do! 
 
NOVA's Christ House dates for all of 2011: 
 
February 21 
April 18 
June 20 
August 15 
October 17 
December 19     
      ~Kopp Michelotti 
 

Kudos to PAX! 

Many, many thanks to the PAX community for their 
generous support of the Nicaraguan Micro-loan 
Project.  Their Social Needs Disbursement 
Committee chose to donate $1,000 to our efforts 
this year in partnership with John XXIII Institute to 
help Nicaraguan women with micro-loans for 
equipment needed to start a business once they have 
successfully completed training. Such thoughtful 
and generous solidarity from a sister IEC! 
 
Special thanks go to Marian Klymkowsky who 
proposed our project to them.   ~Dianne Carroll 

 

NOTE: On the following page, is an appeal for help 
from Mike Schultheis, S.J., who has celebrated and 
attended NOVA liturgies in the past.  He is 
currently Vice-Chancellor of the Catholic 
University of Sudan.  

SOCIAL ACTION PROJECTS  
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Dear Families and Friends of NOVA,  
 
My reason for writing is in one sense an appeal to you - NOVA – for help.  From my infrequent letters, you may 
know that I am the V-C of the Catholic University of Sudan.  The Sudan Catholic Bishops’ Conference decided in 
July 2007 to establish a Catholic University as a national institution and requested the Oregon Province of the Jesuits 
to assign me to the task of coordinating its establishment.  Ghana was ice-cream dessert in comparison; Mozambique 
was also a difficult row but my role was lower on the pecking order and Sudan is much more complicated. With that, 
we have moved it forward. In Juba, the principal city of Southern Sudan, we are into the third year of the Faculty of 
Arts and Social Science with some 200 students – first program here is Economics and Business Administration (the 
country needs competent managers!).  In Wau, about 350 miles northwest of Juba and a State capital, we are into the 
second year of the Faculty of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences with 50 students (yes, the country needs 
competent agriculturalists/farmers who also are knowledgeable about environmental issues).  We plan, perhaps this 
next year, to begin a Faculty of Engineering Sciences, Civil and Mineral Engineering (yes, the country also needs 
builders and engineers who have sufficient background in geophysics so that they later can study petroleum 
engineering).  Students pay tuition fees of approximately US $800 (in local currency, 2,000 Sudanese pounds).  By 
next year, my hope is that we will be able to cover operational costs from tuition fees.  However, for developing the 
facilities in both Juba and in Wau, we need additional support.   
 
My request is in part a request for advice … If you/Nova would know of some family foundations or 
organizations that might look kindly on a request for assistance – grants of US $ 5,000-$10,000 (More or even 
less would be very helpful!), please let me know.   In Juba the State Governor has allocated CU of S a plot of about 6 
acres for the permanent site and construction of what will be the central administration unit combined with 
Library/ITC .  We have approached ASHA (American Schools and Hospitals Abroad) for support and are hopeful 
that ASHA will fund this in two phases.  In the short term we intend to build a “provisional facility” of about five 
classrooms with a computer lab and office space – if ASHA approves the grant, the “provisional facility” will 
become a special learning center, probably for training of teachers.  I think that we can do this for about $175,000 (I 
have nearly $100,000 on the income stream and need an assist with the balance).  
 
In Wau, the State Governor has allocated the faculty a plot of about 8 acres for a University Farm near the campus 
and along the Jur River.  My hope was for a larger area so that the Faculty could engage students on a regular basis 
in the cultivation of horticultural crops.  Since the area is not large enough for that, the Faculty will develop it as a 
nursery for development and dissemination of improved seeds of traditional and area crops and a Center for 
Agricultural Research. Cornell University is involved in planning this and Virginia Tech is partnering with CU of S, 
VSU and University of Juba on a food security project in Southern Sudan (focus on teaching, research and 
extension/outreach).  USAID is providing initial funding, but over a longer time horizon and mainly for training 
personnel, with very little assistance for developing infrastructure, which is a priority for me at this time.  I am 
especially in need of funds to purchase laboratory equipment for students in the agricultural sciences and the 
early development of the University Farm – about $10,000 for the Laboratory Equipment and perhaps twice 
that amount to spark the early work on the University Farm.   
 
Perhaps enough said – and this along to you with the hope that with the wisdom and linkages of the NOVA 
Community, you might be able to interest (or put me in contact with) some “family foundations” or organizations 
that would have a window for Sudan and such initiatives.   As I often say, “the baby is born” … and the challenge is 
to nourish it and care for it …surely it has promise … If you wish additional information, give me a word and I will 
reply directly.  And this, with many blessings and best wishes, to each and all of you … and families extended!  
 
Fr. Mike Schultheis, S.J  
Vice-Chancellor, Catholic University of Sudan 
P.O. Box 257, Juba (CES), Sudan    
Tel: Mob 249 (0) 126 740 698 
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The following letter from Valerie Dixon, provides an update, “Prison Ministry Report on Chrysalis and Faith 
Behind Bars 2010.”  Her work is supported by the Community.  

 
 Dear Nova Friends,   
 
 In this report I want to bring you up to date on two primary areas of prison ministry:  Work “inside” with 
the Chrysalis program at York Correctional Institution in Niantic, CT, and work “outside” with the Diocesan 
Prison Ministry Committee, Faith Behind Bars.   
 
 This January the Chrysalis Community begins its ninth year, and I begin my eighth year as Coordinator.  
Chrysalis continues to develop and change with the changing needs of the women who participate and the 
changing policies of the Connecticut Department of Correction.  Since its creation in 2003 by the Rev. Dr. 
Laurie Etter, Chrysalis has provided a safe, supportive environment for spiritual growth and transformation for 
over 500 women on the grounds of the York Correctional Institution.  The goal of this interfaith living unit is to 
help women deepen their personal faith, develop tools for spiritual and emotional healing, and use these tools to 
address their personal life issues.  To date over 200 women have graduated from the 120 hour core curriculum.  
Of these graduates, about 180 have been released and fewer than 12% have returned to prison on new charges, a 
figure far below the national average of 45-65%.   
  
 The Chrysalis program began with all participants in one group under the direction of Rev. Etter.  Several 
years ago it expanded to include four levels, each with its distinct curriculum.  However, in the last year we 
have had to make some changes in response to the changing situation at the prison and among the Chrysalis 
volunteer staff.  In 2010, the State of Connecticut mandated a 25% reduction in the prison budget that has 
resulted in shorter sentences, early release for many inmates, and continued cuts in staff and programs.  The 
overall population at York is down by almost 400 women since 2008.  There are fewer applicants for Chrysalis, 
and those who join often cannot complete the full 6-8 month curriculum.  Also, the Coordinator of our Graduate 
Program, who also taught the Introductory Level 1 group, had to resign for health reasons.  At this time we are 
continuing with three levels of programming:  Level 1, now taught by the Rev. Charlotte White, a Department 
of Corrections Chaplain who also serves as administrator for Chrysalis; Level 2, the 120-hour core curriculum 
that I teach for 15-20 women, down from 30-35 several years ago – a much more manageable size; Levels 3 and 
4 have been combined into a Graduate Support Group that is led by a new volunteer to whom we want to pay a 
small stipend if we can find funding.  Making these changes was challenging for all of us, but at this point all 
three levels seem to be running smoothly. 
 
 Besides these three levels of programming, we continue with the Prayer Partners, women from local faith 
communities who come in one night a week and work one-on-one with those in Chrysalis.   Thanks to other 
capable, faithful volunteers we are also able to offer first-quality enrichment activities that include Art, Poetry, 
and Yoga.  Finally, we have been greatly blessed in the last year by the presence of a volunteer who is both a 
spiritual director and a sexual abuse/domestic violence counselor.  She comes two afternoons a week and works 
one on one with the women who have suffered with these traumatic issues, which includes most of those in the 
program.  She is able to help them open up these experiences, often for the first time, see the links between 
abuse and addiction, and she points them in directions of healing while they are in prison and when they are 
released.   
 
 As you can see, the size and shape of Chrysalis have changed this year, but my sense is that the quality of 
the program remains high.  Because we often have participants for a shorter time, we are working to simplify 
the spiritual tools that we teach and including more re-entry skills.  We are also more grateful than ever for the 
volunteers and the financial support that we receive.  Over the last eight years we have trusted that “what God 
wants, God will pay for.”  In these difficult economic times, donations to all charitable organizations are down, 
as you know.  A Sacred Place, the “umbrella 501c3” under which Chrysalis operates, is no exception.   To make 
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ends meet for the whole program, my stipend as Chrysalis Coordinator was reduced last year.  However, 
individual donations like Nova’s to Isaiah Prison Ministry at St. John’s Episcopal Church have helped me raise 
sufficient funds for a part-time position there.  In the year ahead, we hope to find new revenue sources for both 
Chrysalis and the Willow program, Rev. Etter’s most recent effort for women at York with long sentences. 
 
 On other “fronts,” I continue to lead the Diocesan Prison Ministry Committee Faith Behind Bars.  In the 
last year the group changed its name to Faith Behind Bars and Beyond to reflect the interest and participation 
of its members in ministry both “inside” and “outside” prison walls.  We received a stipend from the diocese 
that we immediately used to hire a very ministry-minded and technologically skilled woman to develop a 
website for the group.  You can check it out at www.faithbehindbars.org.  Our hope is provide contact 
information and links to prison related resources and activities for volunteers, former inmates, and families with 
connections to incarceration.  We are just getting started, but we see great potential for good in this endeavor.  
There is a link on the website (http://www.faithbehindbars.org/Links.html) to a sermon that I preached on 
prison ministry at the Episcopal Cathedral in Hartford on November 21.  Soon we will also post publicity for 
the Fourth Annual Faith Behind Bars Forum featuring keynote speaker Piper Kerman.  Piper is a Vassar 
graduate who spent a year in the federal prison in Danbury, Connecticut on drug charges.  She is author of 
Orange Is the New Black, the story of her incarceration.  If you would like to know more about the very real life 
inside prison, I encourage you to read this book.  Her reflections and stories can help us see how our present 
prison system must be changed to promote lasting transformation, reduce recidivism, and save tax dollars.  Last 
year we had over 100 participants at the Forum, including 20 Chrysalis graduates who have been released.  We 
expect even more this year because many of the women are now connected through Facebook.  Putting this 
conference together is a major undertaking, but it has proven to be a source of great encouragement for 
everyone who comes.  We are looking forward to another stimulating, energizing great day on April 9th. 
 
 Finally, I want you all to know how deeply grateful I am for all of the prayers, encouragement, and support 
that you have provided for this ministry over the past years.  Your enthusiastic, heart-felt response to the 
Stations of the Cross last spring was yet another tangible blessing for the women of Chrysalis and for me.  As I 
have indicated, the prison scene in Connecticut and throughout the nation appears to be entering a time of major 
reform.  Prison ministry will need to adapt in order to respond in new ways to the continuing needs of those 
“inside” and “outside.”   As people of faith and as citizens, let us pray that we all may be able to see where the 
Spirit is leading and move forward with vision, courage, and faithfulness.   
 
 Sending blessings, thanks, and love,   
 
 Valerie   
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Special Events in Chrysalis and at York Correctional Institution 

Hartford Seminary Women’s Leadership Conference – Participants met with women of Chrysalis for conversation and faith 
sharing on four Sunday afternoons in October. 

Labyrinth Walk on Good Friday – Labyrinth facilitator Ann O’Connor led a morning of walking meditation and journaling.  
Collage interpretations of the Stations of the Cross created by the women of Chrysalis surrounded the Labyrinth. 

Additional Courses and Activities at York C.I. Sponsored by A Sacred Place  

Art – Opportunities for creative self-expression in a variety of media led by Christie Fisher for Chrysalis on the East side and by 
Martha Talburt for Willow on the West side  

Houses of Healing – A 12 week course in spiritual awareness and emotional healing led by Beth Chipman for the Charlene Perkins 
Pre-Release Center 

(FOR A COMPLETE LIST CLICK HERE)
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Theology for a Small Planet 
A collection of essays by Clyde Christofferson © 2009-2011 

Implications of Being a Small Planet – Part 1 
 
Paul (1 Corinthians 13:8-12) “Love never fails.  But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there 
are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away.  For we know in part and we 
prophesy in part.  When I was a child I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.  When I 
became a man, I put childish ways behind me.  Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall 
see face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.” 
 
Einstein was asked, “When will your theories of physics be accepted?”  He replied, “When all those who have 
taught me physics have died.” 
 

If you Google “small planet” a typical entry 
discusses one of two topics.  First, the planet is 
becoming smaller – we are closer to even our 
distant neighbors – as transportation and 
communication technology shrink the separators of 
distance and time.  Second, human beings on the 
planet are becoming more conscious of the limited 
resources available, and the need to husband these 
resources, so that we can all live together in an 
equitable fashion. 

Some entries in this second category discuss 
the relevance of theology in husbanding our limited 
resources in an equitable manner.  And there are a 
few entries (perhaps one in five hundred) that place 
our small planet in relation to a much larger 
cosmos.  There are even some entries that talk about 
theology in the context of a vast cosmos. 

It is this last area that I want to explore in this 
essay.  My starting point is a simple premise: the 
reason for being of this vast cosmos is that a loving 
God is sharing existence – and the comprehension 
of this existence – with independent beings able to 
love one another and thereby image God.  Some 
have reasoned in the other direction – from 
evidence in the “book of nature” to the existence (or 
non-existence) of God, but I have an interest in 
seeing how the premise plays out in light of our 
ever growing understanding of how the cosmos 
came to be and how it is evolving.   

The cosmos is huge.  The raw mass of the 
universe in kilograms is on the order of ten raised to 
the fifty-sixth power.  There are perhaps a hundred 
billion galaxies.  Space itself is expanding.  We 
think we have a pretty good idea of what has 
happened to the universe going back to a very small 
fraction of the first second after the Big Bang. 

Quite remarkably, this vast cosmos is fairly 
uniform.  This uniformity was first observed when 
the cosmic background radiation was discovered in 
1964 – it appeared to be the same in all directions.  
Subsequent – and more precise – measurements of 
the cosmic background put a number on this 
“sameness”: no matter where in the cosmos you 
look, it is the same to within a very small degree.  
How small?  As small as an ant compared to the 
height of the Empire State Building.  The technical 
term for this is that the cosmos is “isotropic.” 

This means that in any sufficiently large space 
(about two hundred million light years across) there 
will be exactly the same amounts and proportions of 
all the basic chemical elements and (as evolution 
goes forward) the building blocks of life (amino 
acids and the like).    

What about life on other planets?  Science is 
looking for evidence in the conventional manner.  
But a faith oriented premise -- that the cosmos is 
here in the first place because a loving God is 
sharing existence – already suggests an answer.  If 
there is life on Earth there is life in abundance 
throughout the cosmos: wherever life can evolve, it 
will evolve.   

It is of some interest that scientists (under a 
grant from NASA) recently discovered what they 
believe to be strange life forms in California’s 
Mono Lake.  These life forms appear to have 
substituted arsenic for phosphorous in their DNA 
(i.e. their genetic code) and in their ATP (i.e. their 
energy processing molecule).  Apparently, Mono 
Lake has high levels of arsenic but low levels of 
phosphorous.   

If life is robust and adaptable – as it should be 
if God is sharing existence – it should not be 
surprising that evolution would find a substitute for 
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phosphorous in an environment like Mono Lake.  
Nor should it be surprising that sentient civilizations 
like our own are evolving throughout the cosmos.  
If there were but one such civilization per galaxy 
that would mean a hundred billion such 
civilizations, in round numbers. 

This God, this Abba that we call our own is – 
to understate the matter – prolific. 

What does this mean for religious explanations 
for why we are here and where we are going?   

I am currently listening to a series of lectures 
on Comparative Religion produced by The 
Teaching Company.  At one point the professor 
gave an anecdote from his own experience.  He was 
part of a delegation of Christians hosted by a Saudi 
sheik.  The sheik was a devout Muslim and was 
determined to raise the question whether Christians 
believed there was only one God, and if so how 
Jesus Christ could be the Son of God.  The 
discussion was resolved by observing the different 
ways that Muslims and Christians describe how 
God provides revelation: for Muslims, God’s 
revelation is the Holy Qur’an; for Christians God’s 
revelation is through Jesus Christ. 

What is the truth of the matter?   
Or is “truth” even the right question to ask?   
How is God active in the world, and how do we 

know God?  As long as the focus was on this small 
planet Earth it seemed plausible to imagine that God 
could act – and did act – at will.  “Revelation” 
reflected such an act, whether the Ten 
Commandments given to Moses or the Qur’an 
recited to Muhammad.  Communities would then 
form around such revelations and spread the word. 

But what if God’s manner of sharing existence 
is more subtle than this?  We are a stiff-necked 
people unresponsive to direct commands and 
untutored in subtlety.  Nor do we react well to 
change.  Evolution on a cosmic scale has only 

recently entered the “book of nature” recognized as 
being God’s work. 

We may be stick-necked and a slow learner of 
subtle ways, but cosmic evolution suggests a rather 
simple explanation for the varieties of religious 
experience and understanding: these understandings 
are themselves the product of an evolution, a work 
still in progress.   

And the specifics of this evolution are 
particular to the various communities of faith.  
Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, Christians and Jews 
each have their own story.  Buddhists and Hindus 
have a cyclic notion of cosmic change, whereas the 
three monotheistic religions have a linear view.  But 
all of them developed their understandings of the 
sacred long before evolution – either biological (c. 
1859 with Darwin) or cosmic (c.1964 with the Big 
Bang) – became part of the “book of nature.” 

Does “truth” evolve?  Even asking the question 
raises the specter of civilization coming unglued.  
Theologians have developed a suite of terms to 
counter challenges to truth: “syncretism” or "false 
irenicism" subordinates the truth to a spirit of 
conciliation; “relativism" values different opinions 
comparably regardless of the truth; “indifferentism" 
treats the differences between opinions as of little 
importance, subordinating the truth. 

None of these concerns fits the fresh reality that 
is unfolding before our eyes.  Something marvelous 
is afoot.  A loving God is sharing existence, not by 
planting life – and then us – within an otherwise 
inert cosmos but by the subtlety of an ever pregnant 
cosmos whose cup runneth over with love. 

This small and pregnant planet is not alone. 
What does this mean for Jesus Christ? 
What does this mean for the “universal 

Church”? 
What does this mean for change in how a stiff-

necked people love one another? 
TO BE CONTINUED. 
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Hartford Seminary Women’s Leadership Conference – Participants met with women of 
Chrysalis for conversation and faith sharing on four Sunday afternoons in October. 


Labyrinth Walk on Good Friday – Labyrinth facilitator Ann O’Connor led a morning of 
walking meditation and journaling.  Collage interpretations of the Stations of the Cross created 
by the women of Chrysalis surrounded the Labyrinth. 


Domestic Violence Workshop – Darcie Folsom, Education Coordinator from the New London 
Women’s Center, presented a two part program on recognizing and healing from Domestic 
Violence in October and again in May, as well as an education evening for Prayer Partners. 


 


Additional Courses and Activities at York C.I. Sponsored by A Sacred Place  


Art – Opportunities for creative self-expression in a variety of media led by Christie Fisher for 
Chrysalis on the East side and by Martha Talburt for Willow on the West side  


Collage Art – Personal Journey Collages and Stations of the Cross for Chrysalis led by Martha 
Wakeman 


Greeting Cards – Opportunities to create beautiful seasonal cards for Chrysalis led by Lou 
Schiller 


Houses of Healing – A 12 week course in spiritual awareness and emotional healing led by Beth 
Chipman for the Charlene Perkins Pre-Release Center  


Sexual Abuse and Domestic Violence Counseling – One-on-one sessions for women in 
Chrysalis with Laurie Blefeld 


Poetry – Bi weekly sessions for creative self-expression and healing led by Joanne Flynne 


World Religions, A six week college level course for Willow exploring the great faith traditions 
taught by Sr. Patty Cook and Dr. Maria Decsy 


Yoga – Weekly sessions for relaxing the body and calming the spirit led by Sandy Hartnett for 
Chrysalis and by Martha Maguire on both the East and West sides 
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 The morning was sunny and a pleasant breeze 
rustled leaves in the tall oak trees at the rear entrance to 
our building.  It could not have been a nicer day.  I had 
parked my car in the lot and was walking toward the 
door, and someone ahead of me saw me coming and 
held the door.  I did the same for the person behind me. 
 
 This is an ordinary occurrence.  I suppose the 
reason I remember it was that the person who held the 
door for me stood there, waiting.  I felt I should move 
more quickly the last ten or fifteen feet, to accommodate 
this gracious behavior.  And, as it turned out, the person 
behind me made a similar accommodation as I also held 
the door. 
 
 On a different occasion I was at home, some-
what out of sorts.  I would have to return to the office 
after dinner.  My wife, Judy, had made dinner and my 
job was to clear the table and clean up the kitchen.  She 
helped with both, not saying a word.  Not in the best 
mood, I took this kindness as dissatisfaction with my 
slow pace, and told her so.  Upon reflection, though, I 
understood that she simply sensed the burdens I had 
brought to the dinner table and was being helpful. 
 
 Another example of everyday kindness became 
clear to me many years after my brother was killed at 
Chu Lai in Vietnam.  He was a combat reporter with the 
101st Airborne Division, and had been in the point pla-
toon of the company whose mission he had been as-
signed to cover.  He was among nearly two dozen men 
who lost their lives in an ambush.  He was not yet 
twenty years old. 
 
 More than thirty years later my brother's com-
bat photographer during these last days found one of my 
sisters via the Virtual Wall and wrote to her.  It was a 
very touching account of mentoring by my brother.  
Even in the cauldron of war we do not cease to be hu-
man beings, and my brother's kindnesses were appreci-
ated.  I had often wondered about my brother's future, 
considering the violent circumstances of his death.  This 
unexpected letter so many years later was itself a kind-
ness. 
 
 They are examples, and not mere anecdotes.  
With modest reflection each of us could assemble our 
own examples.  I rely upon the willing reader's own 
examples as much as those I have given. 
 


 What follows is a heuristic argument rather 
than a proof.  It may be persuasive or suggestive to 
some, and leave others cold.  I make no pretense for 
greater consideration. 
 
 These examples of kindnesses pass by us eve-
ryday without notice.  And yet when we do take the 
time to reflect upon them they resonate.  I am reminded 
of a saying attributed to St. Francis: "Preach the Good 
News always; when necessary use words."  A story goes 
with this saying.  St. Francis walked through Assisi to 
preach and took a young friar with him.  They greeted 
the townspeople and listened to their stories, generally 
being neighborly.  When they finished the young friar 
asked, "Francis, I thought you were going to preach?"  
Francis replied, "We did." 
 
 Why do we do these things?  Why do these 
stories resonate with us? 
 
 I would like to share with you a metaphor that I 
find helpful in responding to these questions. We've all 
heard of the Big Bang, but we may not have seen or 
may not remember the news accounts from 1965 of the 
evidence that confirmed that the cosmos had a begin-
ning.  Researchers at Bell Labs in New Jersey were 
finding a low level of annoying noise in their new horn 
antenna.  They thought it might have been the pigeons 
who were nesting in the horn and leaving their drop-
pings.  But after they cleaned out the pigeons the noise 
was still there.  In frustration they called the head of 
another research team at nearby Princeton. 
 
 As it happened, the research team at Princeton 
was in the process of developing an experiment to deter-
mine whether there was a cosmic background radiation.  
If the cosmos had begun with a lot of heat and light we 
should still be able to see some residual radiation.  The 
evidence accumulated by the Bell Labs researches -- 
who later received the Nobel Prize for their work -- was 
just what the Princeton team had theorized. 
 
 For those not acquainted with physics, this may 
seen strange.  The researchers at Bell Labs thought they 
were seeing noise, and wanted to know how to get rid of 
it.  The Princeton research team had a theory about the 
beginning of the universe, but not the evidence.  What 
the Bell Labs researchers were missing was a theory that 
would explain their noise.  But it was their evidence, 
and they received the Nobel Prize for the discovery of 
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the cosmic background radiation.  In the end, it is evi-
dence that proves theories.  But theories are important, 
because without a theory evidence may be mere noise. 
 
 So I repeat the questions raised a few para-
graphs ago about the kindnesses we observe in everyday 
life.  Why do we do these things?  Why do these stories 
resonate with us?  Are these kindnesses we observe 
merely noise?  Or are they like the cosmic background 
radiation, evidence of  an unseen reality?  The differ-
ence between noise and evidence is a theory.  We need a 
theory. 
 
 Is God a theory?  I don't think so.  God as crea-
tor might account for the Big Bang, but we are con-
cerned not with creation but with the kindnesses of eve-
ryday life.  A mere creator won't due.  Let's be more 
venturesome with our theory.  At worst, if the theory 
doesn't work, another theory can be tried. 
 
 Let me borrow and slightly embellish a propo-
sition from one of my favorite homilists: a loving God 
created the cosmos in order to share existence with inde-
pendent beings able to image God by loving one an-
other. 
 
 So how do we get from this theory to the ob-
served kindnesses of everyday life, viewing these kind-
nesses as a sort of "background radiation"?  There is a 
certain charm to this notion, because these kindnesses 
do indeed resonate with us.  And it is the evidence –that 
our hearts leap when we see or contemplate good things 
being done for other folks -- that counts. 
 
 One might argue, of course, that a loving God 
would not leave us with mere background kindnesses.  
Why aren't we all imaging God in a more wholehearted 
fashion?  Is God simply ineffective as a creator, or 
merely slow?  How can we explain both the 
“background” kindnesses and the up-front pain and suf-
fering of so many? 
 
 Return for a moment to the metaphor of the 
Big Bang.  How does theory work? 
 
 The beginning of modern cosmology can be 
traced to a very simple set of suppositions.  The laws of 
physics -- as we observe them on Earth -- are the same 
regardless of where we are and how we are moving.  
Albert Einstein developed these assumptions into the 
General Theory of Relativity in 1916, a theory which 
integrated space and time in ways that are not intuitive 
but which accounted for certain gravitational effects not 
explained by Isaac Newton's physics.  Einstein's theory 


was expressed in terms of equations which are “co-
variant” – that is, they retain the same form under trans-
formation from one frame of reference to another – but 
very difficult to solve.  It was soon evident that solu-
tions to these equations could be used to show that the 
cosmos was either expanding or contracting.  Most 
physicists, including Einstein, did not think either of 
these alternatives made sense, so Einstein added a 
"cosmological constant" to his equations which gave a 
solution -- which for many years Einstein thought was 
the only sensible solution -- that the universe was nei-
ther expanding nor contracting.  The universe was sim-
ply a neverending presence.  Philosophically, Aristotle’s 
cosmos was not much different. 
 
 A young Belgian mathematician, Georges Le-
maitre, cut his teeth on Einstein's field equations and 
developed a solution showing that the universe was ex-
panding, and predicting that the expansion was progres-
sive, that is, the farther away matter was the faster it 
should be moving.  He tried to persuade Einstein of this 
interpretation at a meeting both attended in 1927, but to 
no avail.  Einstein listened to what Lemaitre had to say, 
but then told the young mathematical physicist that his 
physics wasn't very good. 
 
 In the next year or two Hubble developed ob-
servational data using Mount Wilson's one-hundred inch 
telescope showing that those galaxies furthest away 
were receding fastest, as Lemaitre had predicted.  At a 
second meeting with Einstein in 1931, with Hubble pre-
sent, Lemaitre again made his case, and this time Ein-
stein was persuaded. 
 
 By this time Lemaitre had also concluded that 
the equations of General Relativity required a beginning 
to the cosmos.  A basic understanding of quantum phys-
ics had been developed, and Lemaitre developed a the-
ory holding that all the matter in the universe had begun 
as a single quantum -- a primeval atom.  This cold quan-
tum was ultimately replaced by a hot Big Bang, but Le-
maitre is credited with seeing a cosmic beginning in 
Einstein's equations.  Lemaitre himself, good physicist 
that he was, was cautious because supporting evidence 
was still missing.  Hubble's evidence for an expanding 
universe was clear, but there was no supporting evi-
dence for a cosmic beginning. 
 
 So how does God fit into this picture?  Accord-
ing to Lemaitre, who was also a priest and later a mem-
ber of the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, God is more 
likely to be found in psychology than in cosmology.  He 
was sensitive to unwarranted conclusions being drawn 
from his theories about physics.  He was well estab-
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lished in the physics community, so his "primeval atom" 
was not ascribed to his own religious bias.  On the other 
hand, his physics was not well understood within his 
religious community, and in particular by Pope Pius 
XII.  At a meeting of the Pontifical Academy of Sci-
ences the Pope said that the “primeval atom” theory had 
proved the Genesis story of creation, 
 
 Lemaitre was not happy.  He felt the incident 
would simply confirm the suspicions of scientists op-
posed to Lemaitre’s theory that the theory was suspect 
because traceable to Lemaitre's role as a priest.  Lemai-
tre understood that the theory was not yet supported by 
evidence.  The discovery of the cosmic background ra-
diation – just before Lemaitre’s death – provided the 
evidence. 
 
 Thereafter Stephen Hawking showed that Ein-
stein's General Relativity equations could be “run back-
wards” to the Big Bang, a cosmic moment of creation.  
For this work Hawking was honored by Pope Paul VI in 
1975.  Six years later, however, Hawking returned to 
Rome for a conference on cosmology and was cautioned 
by John Paul II that there was no need to inquire behind 
the creation, for this was God's handiwork.  This led 
Hawking to conclude that "even if science and religion 
were one on the moment of creation they still did not 
see eye to eye." 
 
 In the last twenty or thirty years there has been 
a further interplay between theory and evidence about 
the cosmos, so much so that the genesis of the atoms in 
our bodies is fairly well understood.  Every proton, neu-
tron and electron in our bodies (and the rest of the cos-
mos, for that matter) was created in the first fraction of a 
second of creation.  The higher elements required for 
life were created in stars that exploded.  This space de-
bris coalesced as planets orbiting around second and 
third generation stars.  Our sun is one such star. 
 
 Does this history suggest anything useful for 
our theory of a loving God?  No, at least not in terms of 
the Big Bang and a cosmic moment of creation.  Life 
and love come much later in cosmic history. 
 
 But this history does suggest the vitality of 
theory.  With an eye toward that vitality what questions 
are raised by our theory of a loving God, and what evi-
dence might be responsive to these questions?  Would 
not the Garden of Eden have been much simpler and 
more straightforward than a cosmic journey of some 
fourteen billion years beginning with the Big Bang? 
 
 Perhaps simpler for us to conceive (and we 


obviously did conceive it) but not adequate to the task.  
How does one God -- not just any God, but a loving 
God -- create a being that is independent of God and yet 
able to love as God loves?  Occam's razor suggests that 
if the marriage of our independence and our ability to 
image God by loving one another could have been 
achieved more simply, it would have been.  The road of 
evolution is long and problematic.  Is this the price of 
independence? 
 
 And why so many independent beings?  It's not 
just the six billion human beings currently on planet 
earth (to say nothing of an even greater number who are 
no longer living here but may be among the Commun-
ion of Saints).  If, indeed, independent beings such as 
ourselves -- with hearts that resonate when we hear of 
works of love -- are the very reason for creation of the 
cosmos, it stands to reason that the same love responsi-
ble for life on Earth is at work in every other galaxy in 
the cosmos.  These are not cold galaxies -- and there are 
a hundred billion of them -- where the prospects for life 
are different than in our own.  And look at life on our 
own planet.  Life flourishes in astounding variety and 
with dogged persistence.  Even if there is only one such 
living planet per galaxy, that would mean tens of bil-
lions of other civilizations made up of other independent 
beings able to image God by loving one another.  The 
“People of God” are in a much larger tent than we might 
have supposed.  What does that say about our own flock 
on planet Earth? 
 
 TO BE CONTINUED. 
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Part 2: From Kindness to Social Justice


A.  Mostly Physics


 Some time ago I picked up a book entitled The Faith 
Instinct by Nicholas Wade.  I was looking for something 
that more closely connected “this world” with “the next 
world” – in the end it all has to be one existence, or so I’ve 
been thinking.  Stephen Jay Gould attempts to deal with 
conflict between science and religion in Rocks of Ages by 
dividing these areas of knowledge into “non-overlapping 
magisterial areas” (NOMA), but as much as I like Gould’s 
writing I didn’t find this approach satisfying.  Reality 
should somehow be an integrated whole. 


The Faith Instinct attempts an integration, but I did 
not find it satisfying.  Wade’s position is that faith is 
genetic and goes back to the earliest humans, but my 
marginal notes (-- wouldn’t trust myself with a library 
book that I had to return --) object to his Darwinian 
concept that faith survives because it promotes social 
cohesion.  My own “instinct” is that faith is present in both 
winners and losers in the Darwinian struggle, and therefore 
survives in any event.  Genetic differences don’t have 
much to do with it, apart from providing some measure of 
neural complexity. 
 We can become too enamored of Darwin.  Evolution 
on a cosmic time scale has a breadth (-- and, I would argue, 
a future --) that is not captured by Darwin’s natural 
selection mechanism.  There is something mind clearing 
about stepping back from this small planet called Earth and 
seeing creation from a larger scale.  That larger scale can 
be described in three stages.  Each stage blends into the 
next, and yet each succeeding stage has a novelty that 
suggests the progression is not finished. 
 I recall listening to a Teaching Company lecture series 
on Big History, which begins with the “big bang” and ends 
by projecting several thousand years into the future.  The 
professor begins by asking the listener to imagine the 
difference in perspective between looking at an elephant in 
the distance and being a flea on the elephant’s back.  Our 
brief time on Earth  is like the journey of a flea on the 
elephant’s back. 
 But at least our time here provides a bookend to the 
Big Bang.  As we journey through life we experience small 
kindnesses, and these resonate in our hearts.   In Part 1 of 
this series of essays I  drew an analogy between these 
kindnesses and the cosmic background radiation.  The 
cosmic background radiation, first discovered in 1965, was 
the evidence used to prove the existence of the Big Bang.  


The small kindnesses of everyday life, in a similar way, 
show that we are not alone in a vast and dark cosmos: a 
loving God is sharing existence with independent beings 
able to image God by loving one another. 
 It does seem like a lot of trouble.  Why not simply do 
what Genesis thought God did: create the Earth and place 
us in it, complete with  plants and animals and all sorts of 
crawly things?  And, by the way, leave calm waters and 
don’t bother with earthquakes and volcanoes.  The authors 
of Genesis may have conceived that the Garden of Eden 
was a better idea for human society than what they were 
observing in the Hebraic communities around them. 
 But the evidence – all developed in the last  hundred 
years – is of a much more interesting creation.  It is a long 
– and by now fairly well understood – series of 
adaptations.  And it’s not all physics.  Oh, the early 
adaptations are dominated by physics, but there appears to 
be a progression. 
First Stage
 The story can be told through the gold wedding band 
on my finger.  Amazingly, physicists think they know 
when every proton and electron in each of these gold atoms 
was created – in the first second of the big bang.  The gold 
atoms themselves were not created until much later.  It 
sounds like the tale of a creative alchemist making clever 
use of heat.  The initial Big Bang was very hot and the 
universe was very small, and the universe – at least on very 
large scales – has been getting bigger and cooler ever since.  
Even so, it was not until about 380 thousand years after the 
Big Bang that the initial plasma cooled enough to allow the 
hydrogen and helium nuclei to capture electrons and allow 
the photons in this cosmic soup to move without colliding 
with electrons.


This “clarifying” event occurred at about three 
thousand degrees Kelvin, and is what we “see” when we 
study the cosmic background radiation.  We are still inside 
this “clarified” universe, whose space has continued to 
expand these last thirteen billion years.  Because of this 
expansion of space itself, the photons we now see have 
“stretched” and become  much cooler, by a factor of a 
thousand, to about three degrees Kelvin.   


It turns out that temperature plays a prominent role in 
this alchemist’s story.  Heat is necessary to  mold protons 
and neutrons into the nuclei of higher elements like gold, 
and the Big Bang cooled down too quickly to get much 
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beyond hydrogen and helium.  The task of creating the 
remaining elements in the periodic table was left to the 
stars, which were formed by the force of gravity from  
clouds of  mostly hydrogen.  The universe as a whole was 
cooling, but gravity operated to compress hydrogen atoms 
into ever hotter concentrations of matter, which turned to 
plasma above three thousand degrees, allowing nuclei 
stripped of their electrons to collide.  As the temperature 
increased under the inexorable pull of gravity, every so 
often the right sequence of collisions would produce a 
helium nucleus.  Since the mass of the helium nucleus is 
slightly less than the mass of the protons and neutrons 
needed to construct it, the missing mass becomes energy 
(E=mc2) and the star begins to light up.  


Eventually, the hydrogen fuel burns up.  For our sun, 
this will take another five billion years.  But in general, 
including stars that existed before our sun, gravity 
continues to work its alchemist’s magic on the star’s 
plasma, generating further elements up to iron in the 
periodic table.  But this process can’t go beyond iron.  Up 
to iron, each step – each new element produced by further 
gravitational collapse after the fuel from the prior stage 
burns out – is like rolling a ball down a hill into a valley.  
Iron is at the bottom of the valley.  


The alchemist requires a different strategy at this 
point, otherwise we can’t get to gold – the gold in my 
wedding band.  Stars with a small mass burn more slowly, 
and may last much longer than our sun.  Much bigger stars 
burn their hydrogen fuel much more rapidly and reach the 
iron valley floor more quickly.  But with these very large 
and apparently dead iron hulks of stars gravity continues to 
work, eventually producing one of the universe’s most 
spectacular events, a supernova.  It is in this supernova 
explosion that the elements above iron – including the gold 
in my wedding band – are created.  There is enough heat 
and concentration of nuclei, for a long enough time, so that 
nucleic collisions form the higher elements, which are 
included along with iron in the supernova.   


The Big Bang cooled so rapidly that only hydrogen 
and helium nuclei (and trace amounts of lithium) had time 
to form.  A supernova cools more slowly, and begins with 
more complex nuclei.  But the processes are similar.  In 
both the Big Bang and supernova, creation of more 
complex nuclei occurs because of heat that makes the 
necessary collisions more probable, followed by enough 
cooling so that the newly created nuclei are not broken 
apart by further collisions of higher energy.  More complex 
nuclei formed within stars by nuclear fusion depend upon 
energy – or mass converted into energy (e=mc2) – triggered 
by gravitational collapse. In all these cases there is a 
window of time during which more complex structures 
form, all the while overall entropy (-- which is the opposite 
of increased complexity --) is increasing.  The overall 


increase in entropy is what allows the more complex 
structures to remain stable.   


This pattern – more complex structures generated 
thermally but which remain stable because of increasing 
entropy – will repeat itself in a different form as what we 
call life evolves out of the cosmic soup.  I will give a name 
to this pattern: “thermo entropic window of time.”  Our 
own civilization is developing within one of these 
“windows of time”.  This  window is longer than the period 
for increased complexity in a supernova, which in turn is 
orders of magnitude longer than the Big Bang’s period of 
increased complexity.  Our window of time will not last 
forever – indeed, is likely to be rather short by cosmic 
standards – but more on that later.   


The debris from a supernova are disbursed into the 
galactic cloud and the process of star formation continues 
under the inexorable force of gravity.  For second and third 
generation stars, gravitational dynamics produces not only 
a star of mostly hydrogen.  Around the star there will rotate 
clumps of matter, including the debris from supernovae.  
This will be mostly iron, but also higher elements – 
including the gold in my wedding band.  Over time, gravity 
pulls these clumps in similar orbits together, generating 
heat from collisions.  This heat, together with heat from 
decay of radioactive isotopes of higher elements, was 
enough produce a young planet Earth fuming at the 
nostrils, as it were, and not very hospitable, but retaining a 
source of energy for continued change and adaptation in a 
molten iron core.  Some of Earth’s gold – a product of 
some supernova explosion before the formation of the solar 
system – eventually made its way to the Earth’s crust, 
where it was mined and perhaps molded and reused any 
number of times before being used to make a set of 
wedding bands some forty odd years ago for Judy and me. 


It is worth noting – and these are conclusions drawn 
from further and more precise measurements of the cosmic 
background radiation – that on large scales of more than 
two hundred million light years the universe is what is 
called “isotropic”, that is, the same.  The physics of galaxy 
and star formation, the observed distribution of stars of 
various sizes, and supernova that continue to occur with 
predictable regularity, lead to the conclusion that the 
proportion of elements – including gold – is the same 
throughout the universe, on large scales. 


It is evident that even the physics of creation has a 
certain adaptive rhythm to it, proceeding from the simple to 
more complex atoms.  That appears to be a common 
theme: over time, as the universe expands and cools on 
very large scales, there is a thermodynamic rhythm to the 
formation of more complex structures.  


We now know the long cosmic history of the gold 
atoms in my wedding band, from proton formation in the 
Big Bang itself to gold atoms in a supernova perhaps five 
to seven billion years ago, lodging in the Earth some four 
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and a half billion years ago as part of formation of the solar 
system.  Protons and neutrons were formed from quarks – 
almost as a thermal precipitate – as the immense 
temperatures early in the Big Bang dropped.  These protons 
and neutrons are very stable because never again would 
temperatures in the universe be high enough to break these 
particles down into their constituent quarks.  Gold atoms 
have a similar stability because they were created during a 
“window of precipitation” as declining temperatures from a 
supernova were for a time high enough for their creation 
but after a time fell below a temperature which could break 
them apart, a temperature far higher than anything these 
gold atoms would have to endure on Earth. 


In a sense, more complex forms of matter – first, 
protons and then, for example, gold nuclei – have 
“evolved” in a dance of declining temperatures brought on 
by cataclysmic events: the Big Bang, star formation and 
eventual gravitational collapse, and supernovae.  Much has 
been said in physics about the destiny of the universe: it 
will eventually run down, because its “entropy” is 
inexorably increasing towards zero.  But this entropy rule 
for the whole does not prevent greater complexity 
(decreasing entropy) in pockets within the universe, which 
is what we observe as the cosmos evolves – successive 
“thermo entropic windows of time”. 


I use the term “observe” advisedly.  We have been 
here only a short time.  How can we “observe” a cosmic 
history that is some fourteen billion years old?  We are all 
familiar with “telescopes” and “microscopes”.  These 
instruments have expanded our collective vision far beyond 
what was available to the ancients.  Remarkably, we have 
also come to understand another instrument, what might be 


termed a “timescope”.  Because the speed of light is finite, 
when we look at great distances we are looking back in 
time.  The cosmic background radiation provides our 
farthest look back in time, and we continue to learn more 
about cosmic history by ever more precise measurements 
of the cosmic background radiation. 


Stage Two 
This “timescope” perspective – which we owe to 


Maxwell and Einstein – allows us to see that creation is 
evolving toward greater complexity, even at the level of 
inanimate physics.  It is not obvious – from the vantage 
point of physics – where this leads.  In retrospect it leads to 
life forms and adaptation to a changing environment by 
natural selection as described by Charles Darwin.  In 
Darwin’s theory the basis for natural selection is variation 
in the attributes and characteristics of what would later be 
understood as an organism’s genetic makeup. 


But as I said at the beginning of this part, evolution on 
a cosmic time scale has a breadth (-- and, I would argue, a 
future --) that is not captured by Darwin’s natural selection 
mechanism.  There is something mind clearing about 
stepping back from this small planet called Earth and 
seeing creation from a larger scale.  From that perspective, 
the beginnings of life look like an extension of Stage One.  
More on that next time, with  


B.  Life and Society


Reflection by Peggy Meyer 


MOST COMMON MISCONCEPTION


Throughout the ages, many people everywhere have wanted their religions to be about judging other persons or 
groups as "good" or "bad" (acceptable or unacceptable) according to their conformity (or not) to their own set of 
creeds and rules. 


The "good" ones should be loved, accepted, included, respected and/or rewarded 
while the "bad" should be hated, rejected, excluded, excommunicated, penalized -- even tortured or killed. 


I wonder how many of today’s Christians are aware that this way of thinking is in direct contradiction to the 
teachings of Jesus.  (See Matthew 5.)   



Clyde Christofferson
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Part 2: From Kindness to Social Justice


B.  Life and Society


The most difficult subjects can be explained to the most slow-witted man if he has not formed any idea of them 
already; but the simplest thing cannot be made clear to the most intelligent man if he is firmly persuaded that he knows 
already, without a shadow of a doubt, what is laid before him. – Leo Tolstoy,  from Chapter III “Christianity 
Misunderstood by Believers” in The Kingdom of God is Within You (originally published 1893)


We are a stiff necked people, as the good book says 
many times (Exodus 32:9; 33:3-5; 34:8; Deuteronomy 9:6; 
9:13; 10:16; 31:37; 2 Kings 17:14; 2 Chronicles 30:8; 
36:13; Nehemiah 9:16-17, 29; Proverbs 29:1;  Acts 7:51).  
These biblical references all concern failure to listen to 
God, but the problem is far more general.  All too often we 
become set in our ways. 


Thus it is that “social justice is the Church’s best kept 
secret”.  Our faith is so encrusted with barnacles that it 
needs a thorough cleaning to venture with enthusiasm into 
the waters of institutional reform, although the reform of 
social structures and institutions is precisely the focus of 
social justice as it has come to be defined since the 1891 
encyclical Rerum Novarum.  The insight of Rerum 
Novarum is that unjust social structures and institutions 
have been created by us and therefore can be reformed by 
us.


We begin with the small kindnesses of everyday life.  
The community’s program of social action extends these 
kindnesses to a host of services that resonate with our sense 
of what is right and good.  We also support organized 
efforts like SALT that lobby for state legislation and 
funding on behalf of those in need, and groups like 
Network and Bread for the World that do such lobbying at 
the federal level.  Our friends at the Center for Concern are 
perhaps most directly focused on the institutional 
dimensions of social justice.  And although our voice 
within the institutional Church is small, our long standing 
concern about the status of women as ministers within the 
Church is also a matter of social justice. 


But institutional reform may seem a stretch, especially 
when no particular agenda for reform resonates broadly 
among those served by the institution.  Is that the reason 
“social justice is the Church’s best kept secret”?   


That may be one reason, but there is another and more 
fundamental reason.  The insight of Rerum Novarum is not 
seen as cut from the same cloth as concrete works of justice 
for the poor.  To many Catholics, institutional reform often 
appears an unwelcome addition to what they have been 
taught.  What I argue in this paper is that social justice 
flows quite naturally from the same wellspring that 
connects us to the small kindnesses of everyday life.  Thus 


the subtitle “From Kindness to Social Justice”.  To see that 
connection it is helpful to step back and take a wide angle 
view of where we have come from.  Part “A” of that view 
was “Mostly Physics”, going back to the Big Bang.  For 
reasons which will become apparent, it was important to go 
back that far.  I tried to make the journey palatable by using 
it to describe the origins of the gold wedding bands Judy 
and I exchanged some forty years ago. 


We know much more today about the cosmos than we 
knew when Pope Leo XIII penned Rerum Novarum.   In 
retrospect, the wisdom of that document seems both 
overdue and prescient.  Why had the Church not seen this 
before, instead preferring to support the divine right of 
kings?  But more than a hundred years later we are still 
searching for a rationale that is persuasive to those who 
think our focus should be “good works,” and who think 
“institutional reform” goes too far.  What we now know 
about the cosmos provides a perspective that sees the 
reform of social structures and institutions as simply one 
more creative phase in the continuing unfolding of an 
awesome creation. 


“What we now know about the cosmos” is, of course, 
mostly science.  Or at least it begins with science.  Yet 
there is some evidence, useful for seeing cosmic evolution 
as good and gracious, that few would call scientific.  
Everyday kindnesses are that kind of evidence.  Why do 
such kindnesses resonate in the human heart?  This 
resonance is consistent with creation being the handiwork 
of a loving God sharing existence with the likes of us, 
independent beings able to love one another – beginning 
with such kindnesses – and thereby image this awesome 
and loving God. 


Hold that thought for  a while longer.  It’s a different 
kind of understanding about the connection between this 
life and a transcendent existence.  A traditional view, out of 
the Old Testament, finds a commanding God expecting 
obedience and rewarding obedience with eternal life.  Awe 
of God translates into a sense of reverence for the sacred 
writings that have been handed down and the stories 
recounted in these writings.   Jesus had a different view, of 
course.  The small kindnesses that we take for granted are 
signs of the reign of God, here and now.  We are invited to
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share in an awesome mystery, and we begin with everyday 
kindness.  We share that recognition in the Eucharist, 
which every Sunday reminds us that the reign of God is 
present in our midst and among us.  We are not an enclave 
in a foreign land, a lonely outpost in a hostile world.  Quite 
the contrary.  These kernels of human kindness are rooted 
in a cosmic evolution the scope of which evokes awe and 
reverence.


But we remain a stiff necked people.  Jesus was 
frustrated that many contemporary Jews didn’t seem to 
appreciate the simple but evident signs of the times.  They 
wanted signs and wonders, but ignored what was in front 
of them. 


Why are we so stiff necked? Instead of seeing 
ordinary kindness as a sign of the kingdom, we seek what 
seems grand and extraordinary.  It is as if only the 
extraordinary adequately praises God.  Look at our history.  
One path we have taken is to vision the extraordinary out 
of sacred scripture.  The Church has been quick to find 
support in “nature” for biblical understandings, and then 
slow to change these understandings.  This has become a 
part of how our faith tradition tells its story.  Who is this 
God of ours, and how did he bring us into the picture?   


We knew nothing, and presumed the Bible could tell 
us something.  We saw an understanding of nature in 
Genesis, but in retrospect it makes more sense to reverse 
the logic.  The understanding which we seek can be 
informed by the natural world, which is God’s “book” as 
well.  But we are impatient as well as stiff necked.  We 
knew we were loved by God, and that this love was 
personal.  We were central to creation.  Should not nature 
confirm this truth?  Aristotle’s Earth centered view of the 
universe not only confirmed our centrality, but it was also 
authoritative, and reigned for more than a thousand years 
as part of the Christian story.  And so entrenched was this 
concept that evidence to the contrary was not well 
received.  Galileo suffered under house arrest at the end of 
his life for advocating the Copernican heliocentric view.  It 


was not until John Paul II that the incident received a 
formal apology from the Vatican.   


How are we to avoid such embarrassments?  If 
Tolstoy is correct, an obvious suggestion is that our faith 
would be better served if we refrained from forming an 
opinion, so that when the time is right the heart will be 
open.  This is perhaps unrealistic, since faith is always 
seeking understanding and for that purpose uses whatever 
tools are available at the time.  In the early Church the 
teachings of Aristotle on nature seemed reliable, in 
particular his conclusion that the Earth stood at the center 
of the universe.  It is only later that we have discovered 
otherwise, but as the Church in Galileo’s time found, 
stories tied to faith are difficult to change.  When the 
stories were developed we didn’t have the clarity we now 
have about science.  St. Augustine understood the problem, 
and advised caution about reading truths about “nature” 
into faith stories, but once these stories are “received” by 
the community what can be done?  Galileo bore the brunt 
of that resistance to new ideas. 


Is there any realistic alternative for dealing with 
science in our faith stories?  Or are we condemned to being 
a “stiff necked people” who misunderstand their 
Christianity, as Tolstoy complained?  Just as surely as we 
are here not to escape from this world but to act lovingly in 
it, so too our understanding of this world should inform our 
faith.  We probably have to live with the difficulties, and 
be willing to eat crow from time to time when yet 
something more about “this world” tells us that we have 
misunderstood our Christianity.  Tolstoy’s lament will 
always be with us. 


With this as preface, I now venture into what “this 
world” is telling us about the evolution of life and society, 
and how social justice is an integral part of that unfolding.   


TO BE CONTINUED 
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Part 2: From Kindness to Social Justice 
Easter Interlude: Good News, Bad News   


 
According to St. Augustine there is only one 


miracle, that of creation, with its corollary of re-
creation through the Resurrection of Christ.  
Creation continues to unfold and inspire awe within 
us.  As of late, the size and scope of God’s creation 
is very far beyond what Augustine might have 
imagined. 


If we were searching for reasons to be humble, 
modern cosmology has satisfied our search.  What 
place do we have in the universe?  The full scope of 
our smallness, our insignificance in light of the 
physics of the cosmos, is astounding.  It suggests 
we look at our place in a different way. 
 The "different way" is provided by Jesus 
Christ.  Christ is our comfort.  It is not a cold and 
lifeless cosmos that we are small within.  The 
reality is much more interesting.  We simply have 
not had the conceptual tools to see how interesting 
it is. 


The bedrock of our comfort is what we see of 
Christ in others. There is a symmetry here.  The 
small kindnesses of everyday life are the waters of a 
bath whose warmth engulfs what might otherwise 
be a cold and lifeless cosmos.  As small as we are, 
we are connected by these small kindnesses. 
 Do we know who we are?  We are children of a 
loving God.  Why do we exist?  To love one 
another.  But what is our reason for being?  Why 
does anything exist?  Love is sharing itself with 
independent beings who image that Love by loving 
one another.  The scope of that Love is in some 
sense incidental, because knowing who we are 
means loving one another concretely, 
notwithstanding our limitations and the limitations 
of our vision.  There is no magic, just love. 
 We care beyond ourselves, and grieve that the 
world is not a better place.  Some small ache within 
us calls us to do more but gently accepts what little 
we do and just as gently persists in calling for more.   


The small kindnesses given and received keep 
this ache alive.  Somehow we fathom that we are 
one. 


We often speak of the Christ event as God 
breaking into the world.  But is not Christ also Jesus 
the human being breaking out of this world?  There 
is a symmetry here.  Christ's Rising is real.  It is 


palpable, and we experience it again at every 
Eucharist.  It demonstrates that reality in its fullness 
is one.  We are waking to that reality.  Death is but 
a transitional phase as we continue to share in 
Love’s existence.  God is not a being having 
attributes of power and might.  These are attributes 
of human construction, reflecting our understanding 
of how life in our less than perfect society works.  
More simply put, Love is.  The "I" in the "I am" is 
Love.  Love need not be adorned with the baubles 
and bangles of our understanding.  It is good that 
we retain a sense of mystery about God and about 
Christ. 


Then, to the bad news.  The Earth has but a few 
billion years left.  Our sun will burn out and 
consume us in its final collapse.  The cosmos will 
continue, apparently for at least another hundred 
billion years.  And there are a hundred billion other 
galaxies in this vast cosmos.  There is nothing 
special about the physics in our small corner of the 
cosmos.  Life is aborning in every corner of God’s 
creation.  If the reason for the cosmos is that a 
loving God is sharing existence, then there are other 
sentient civilizations elsewhere in the cosmos – 
probably numbering in the tens or hundreds of 
billions -- and these will come and go in similar 
fashion over the next hundred billion years.  Some 
will probably go before they see the meaning and 
the possibility of social justice.  Some -- perhaps us 
-- will go before they are able to accomplish social 
justice. 
 Change -- sometimes violent change -- is the 
engine of evolution toward independent beings able 
to love one another.  The asteroid impact of sixty-
five million years ago appears to have been 
definitional for our own existence, for it created a 
void in the ecosystem where the dinosaurs had 
ruled, allowing mammals to flourish and primates to 
develop. 
 And then there was some accident, some 
defective muscle gene that had the fortunate side 
effect of allowing our primate brains to expand.  
This discovery was made by a researcher looking 
for a genetic understanding of muscular dystrophy. 
He found that other primates did not have this 
defective gene, which affected muscles operating 
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the jaw.  But these muscles in apes are very strong 
and tie to the back of the head.  Apparently, these 
muscles develop quickly in apes after birth, 
preventing further expansion of the skull. 


So, could our vaunted intelligence be some sort 
of accident?  Our ancestors acquired a defective 
gene controlling jaw  muscles, which had the 
practical effect of allowing the cranial bones to 
continue growing after birth, thereby  
accommodating additional evolutionary changes 
that gave us bigger and more complex brains.  And 
with bigger and more complex brains we found 
ourselves able to learn from generation to 
generation, to build from one generation to the next 
upon what had been learned before.   


We take this collective learning for granted 
today, but this is the mechanism that has placed our 
own evolution on a new path, branching off from 
the biological track.  The biological track made 
adaptation a very slow process.  With collective 
learning we find ourselves able to adapt more 
rapidly, and the pace of our adaptation is 
accelerating. 


But will we be able to adapt to the next 
cataclysmic event?  It is not the several billion years 
left to earth that sets our time frame, although that 
window will indeed close eventually?  Nor do we 
have the luxury of a time window measured by the 
next asteroid impact, which could be tens of 
millions of years off.   
 Shorter term cataclysms are predictable.  Two 
are of particular interest, one from the Earth itself 
and another from the cosmos.  The Earth is its own 
heat engine.  We have a molten iron core whose 
currents are ultimately responsible for earthquakes 
and volcanoes.  We experience earthquakes and 
volcanoes with some regularity.  They are 
unpleasant realities, Haiti being one of the most 
recent.   


The good news within the bad news of Haiti 
ought not to be overlooked.  We see ourselves rising 
to meet this tragedy.  This is not surprising, if we 
assume that the reason for creation in the first place 
is that a loving God is sharing existence with beings 
who are independent and able to image God by 
loving one another.  Cosmic evolution has 
proceeded through a succession of adaptations, first 
those of physics, then those of biology, and now 
those of collective learning.  The good that we are 
doing in Haiti may be viewed as an extension to our 


larger collective lives, of the small kindnesses that 
grace our individual lives.  It is not a perfect 
adaptation, by any means, but our collective helping 
of others – an aspect of social justice – seems to fit 
within a larger creation story. 
 But the earthquake in Haiti is only the most 
recent example of a changing Earth that may sorely 
test our capacity to adapt.  The geophysics of this 
cauldron upon whose relatively cool surface we live 
has more to tell us.  We are familiar with volcanoes, 
which are fissures in the Earth's crust through which 
molten rock from the interior escapes.  But the 
picture is more complex.  There are a dozen or so 
places around the globe where the fissures do not 
come to the surface but instead build up a large pool 
of molten material relatively near the surface, like 
an aneurism.  Periodically, the aneurism breaks.  
This break is called a supervolcano.  The last 
supervolcano occurred about seventy-five thousand 
years ago.  The crater from this event is now Lake 
Toba in Indonesia.  This lake is a hundred 
kilometers long and forty kilometers wide.  It 
dwarfs the crater of Krakatoa or any other ordinary 
volcano.   
 The volcanic ash from this explosion covered a 
quarter of the planet.  A blanket of sulfuric acid 
entered the Earth's atmosphere, blocking out the sun 
and suddenly cooling the atmosphere, causing mass 
extinctions of plants and animals.  There were 
dramatic consequences in Africa, where our human 
ancestors suffered a defining survival event that 
narrowed the human gene pool and reduced the 
number of homo sapiens to about ten thousand of 
breeding age, concentrated in coastal areas 
supported by fishing.  Within about ten thousand 
years after this adaptive survival, our ancestors left 
Africa and expanded around the world. 
 Of the dozen or so known supervolcano sites, 
several are in the United States.  One sits under 
Yellowstone Park and is the source of the geysers 
and bubbling mud pots that contribute to the sights 
and sounds of the park.  This supervolcano erupted 
2.1 million years ago, 1.3 million years ago, and 
most recently 600 thousand years ago.  The caldera 
from these eruptions covered the western two thirds 
of what is now the United States.   
 Not to worry, however.  Geologists tell us that 
we are likely to receive warnings of hundreds if not 
thousands of years before the next supervolcanic 
explosion of Yellowstone.  But it will be a 
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catastrophe the likes of which human society as we 
know it has not witnessed.  Will we be ready?  Will 
our adaptive capabilities rise to meet this challenge?  
Will our society become sufficiently aware of this 
challenge that the impending future will serve to 
prompt us to an adequate adaptation?  Will an 
adequate adaptation depend upon an improved 
capacity for public discourse, a capacity not evident 
in the recent debate over health care reform? 


But a supervolcano is not the only possible 
cataclysm in our future.  About thirteen thousand 
years ago a large comet struck the earth.  The 
cosmos is a violent place.  The comet was large 
enough to have a severe impact upon the ecology of 
the Earth, causing a sudden and dramatic drop in 
temperature that killed much plant life and, as a 
consequence, wiped out many very large animals 
(the wooly mammoth, the saber tooth tiger, the 
giant sloth) who were then at the top of the food 
chain.   


By that time homo sapiens  was the sole 
survivor of the genus homo.  But the further 
extinction of larger animals caused by the comet left 
a hole in the ecosystem into which humans could 
expand.  Perhaps we would have expanded anyway, 
super predators that we were capable of being, but 
the struggle may have taken much longer and left a 
harsher mark upon our soul.  As it was, with other 
large competitors eliminated, within a few thousand 
years humankind had begun on a course of 
domestication of plants and animals leading to 
agriculture, cities, and eventually civilization as we 
know it. 


How likely is another comet?  Is it more or less 
likely than an asteroid?  Neither is as predictable as 
a supervolcano, but any of these cataclysms will test 
our capacity to adapt to change.   


These prospects place in perspective the more 
obvious challenges of human existence.  As 
individuals, we die.  Earthquakes and volcanoes 
periodically wreck havoc not only upon the 
landscape but upon entire cities.  Pompeii was 
entombed in volcanic debris in 79 AD.  The Lisbon 
Earthquake of 1755 killed tens of thousands of 
people and prompted Voltaire to write Candide. 
 Why such destruction?  Why was death visited 
upon these particular people?  Will you and I face 
some similar accident of nature?  Where is God in 
all this?  Rousseau argued that Lisbon was simply 
reaping the fruits of the vice of city life, providing a 


lesson in favor of a simpler existence closer to 
nature.  Voltaire's faith in God was forever shaken. 


The solace of the Risen Christ is not in God's 
attention to the arrows that fly by day.  The early 
Church found it necessary to explain the 
Crucifixion in grand terms, as an atonement.  
Perhaps a simpler understanding of our salvation is 
that Jesus, our brother and example, is Risen 
notwithstanding the arrows that fly by day.  There is 
hope for us regardless of what arrows come our 
way.  For life eternal we need only be concerned 
about living as Christ lived, pouring ourselves out 
for one another.   


Our spiritual life is subject to adaptive 
pressures similar to -- though on a much shorter 
time scale than -- the forces of change that crafted 
our biological evolution.  Christ said "love one 
another.”  In this, he repeated what we know from 
the small kindnesses of everyday life.  We have a 
larger life than is encompassed by our span on 
Earth, as Christ's Resurrection reminds us. 
 It is not whether Pompeii happens to us.  It is 
how our kindness flowers when Pompeii happens.  
Our time here may be short, but the joyful prospect 
of continuing kindness is given to us by the 
Resurrection.  Truly, we are saved from our own 
spiritual sloth by the continuing unfolding of the 
mystery that is the Resurrection.   


We often fight change.  Yet the unfolding story 
of the cosmos suggests that we are here because of 
change.  If God’s creation is an example to us, 
perhaps we are better advised to embrace the 
rhythm of this unfolding.  And there is a rhythm to 
it.  It is not simply “change,” but a pattern of 
adaptation coupled to periods of stability, followed 
by change that is novel and unexpected.   


The Resurrection is itself a novelty of this kind, 
and the rituals of the Easter season are a stable 
comfort for souls made weary by the stresses of a 
none too stable existence.  Across the country and 
across the world we are not of the same mind about 
the mixed blessings of change. 


But the rhythm of the cosmos is both 
inexorable and pregnant with the joy of the 
Resurrection.   


Are we ready for our next novelty?   
TO BE CONTINUED 


--------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Editor’s Note: Photos in this issue provided courtesy of 
Dianne Carroll and Ken Chaison.  
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Physicists tell us that the cosmos is winding 
down, inevitably getting colder and colder. This is the 
meaning of the Second Law of Thermodynamics, as 
expressed in the phrase “entropy is increasing.” 


Is this the cosmic equivalent of what we 
recognize on Ash Wednesday: “dust thou art, and to 
dust thou shalt return”?  Is the cosmos a cold and 
dusty place, or at least headed in that direction?   


Were that the case, one might suppose that God’s 
creation is going in the wrong direction.  Or, perhaps 
as logically, one might doubt the wisdom of ascribing 
such a wrong headed creation to a loving God.  If we 
cannot make sense of cosmic entropy, what sense is 
there in the notion of God the Creator? 


The reality is much more interesting than that.  
Even at the level of pure physics it now appears that 
the total mass-energy of the universe (a number of 
kilograms with fifty-six zeroes behind it) is exactly 
balanced by a negative quantity of the same scale.  
The sum is zero, as if God had taken nothing and split 
it in two to create the universe. 


Something strange is going on, and we are just 
recently (in the last fifty years) getting our arms 
around it.  It is becoming clear that “evolution” is not 
the exclusive province of biology.  The cosmos is 
evolving, and the progress of that evolution is evident 
in physics as well as biology.  The physics evolution 
began first, and the biological evolution could not 
begin until the physics evolution had reached a certain 
point.   


Furthermore, this evolution appears to have an 
integral connection to entropy.  Yes, the universe may 
be winding down on average, but there appear to be 
windows of time and pockets of space where the stuff 
of the universe – in its then current evolutionary form 
– heats up to create new things and then cools down 
so as to preserve the new things that were created.   
This has a sort of “ratchet” effect, with each new 
creative stage having a period of stability because of 
cooling.  Because of the interaction in these stages 
between heating up and cooling down the term 
“thermoentropic” seems appropriate.  It also seems 
appropriate to describe the new creation at each stage 
as a “thermoentropic novelty.”  And each of these 
stages is circumscribed by a “thermoentropic 


window” of time and takes place within a 
“thermoentropic pocket” in space.  These terms fit 
most easily with physics, but can be applied 
metaphorically to the stages of biological evolution. 


Looking at cosmic evolution in this way leads to 
an obvious question: what is next after biology?  And 
then what?  There is creativity and novelty all along 
the way.    Perhaps we are deceived by the physics, 
which points to a dead end.  Stay tuned.  


Clearly, it’s not all physics, by any means.  And 
yet even the physics shows an evolutionary 
progression, from energy to quarks to basic particles 
like protons and electrons to a series of more complex 
chemical elements.  This greater complexity has 
developed within limited windows of space and time, 
consistent with increasing entropy of the universe as a 
whole.     


When we hear the term “evolution,” we often 
think of Charles Darwin and the development of 
biological organisms.  Darwin’s study of the 
biological evidence available to him from his long 
journey aboard H.M.S. Beagle in the 1830s led him to 
conclude that changes in the environment, coupled 
with scarce resources, led to a struggle in which those 
species best adapted to the changes survived and 
produced more offspring.  And over long periods of 
time, an accumulation of these adaptations resulted in 
different species.  Darwin’s name for this process was 
“natural selection,” a term which the audience for his 
1859 book On the Origin of Species understood as 
something akin to the breeding of cattle and horses, 
which might be called “artificial selection.” 


The mechanism by which living things change to 
become different was not understood by Darwin.  
Gregor Mendel had written a letter to Darwin 
describing his experiments with peas, and the letter 
was found in Darwin’s papers but without any 
indication that Darwin had taken notice.  Not until 
Mendel’s work was rediscovered some fifty years 
later did the science of biology find a theory of genes 
to explain Darwin’s process of natural selection.  
Then, another fifty years later, Crick and Watson 
discovered the double helix structure of the DNA 
carrying our genes and, after another fifty years, the 
entire human genome had been mapped. 







 


___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
NOVA Newsletter 11 May 2010 


DNA has a history of its own, a very long history 
as it turns out.  DNA is so old that all multi-celled 
living things are related.  We joke about having 98 
percent of our genes in common with Chimpanzees.  
But we have 50 percent of our genes in common with 
trees, and bananas.  When you eat a banana, you are 
eating a distant relative. 


Actually, there is a curious reason why members 
of the animal kingdom must consume their biological 
relatives in order to survive, whereas plants can 
survive with water and sunlight.  The villain of this 
story – oddly enough – is the oxygen we need to 
breathe.  The basic chemicals needed by all living 
things – amino acids to make proteins, nucleic acids to 
make DNA, lipids to make fats and hormones – 
formed naturally near volcanic vents in the oceans of 
the early Earth soon after these oceans formed some 
3.8 billion years ago.  This process was confirmed in 
1952 by experiments conducted by Stanley Miller, a 
graduate student of Nobel Prize winning chemist 
Harold Urey.  Miller added heat and electrical sparks 
to a combination of methane, ammonia, hydrogen and 
water. 


The key to the experiment was avoiding oxygen, 
which is highly reactive and quickly destroys amino 
acids and the other building blocks of life. 


The plot thickens.  The early Earth had no free 
oxygen, so amino acids and the other basic chemicals 
of life formed spontaneously.  Through a process that 
might be called “chemical evolution” more complex 
organic molecules formed in this oxygen-free 
environment – somewhat analogous to the way that 
discrete chemical elements were created in stars.  
Although all the details are not yet understood, 
chemical “evolution” builds upon itself through a 
succession of stable building blocks, eventually 
combining into more complex molecules.  Some of 
these molecules curled up to form cell-like spheres 
with semipermeable membranes.  Chains of 
nucleotides developed, perhaps through RNA, into the 
pair of linked chains we know as DNA, within 
primitive single cell structures called prokaryotes.   


Energy is critical to this story, in several ways.  
First, energy is a resource. Initial cellular structures 
got their energy from the Earth’s molten core, through 
volcanic vents.  Then some prokaryotic cells migrated 
to the surface of the ocean, and at some point develop 
the ability to use another energy resource -- the sun – 
via photosynthesis. Photosynthesis requires the 
chlorophyll molecule, which manages a conversion 
process that combines carbon dioxide and water with 


sunlight to produce free oxygen and energy storing 
sugar molecules. 


The micro-fossil evidence of algae that use 
photosynthesis goes back 3.5 billion years, not long 
after the beginnings of life and the formation of DNA 
and single celled prokaryotes.  The villain of the story 
– oxygen – starts building up in the atmosphere about 
2.5 billion years ago.  Over the next billion years or 
so, as more oxygen becomes available through 
photosynthesis, the prokaryote population is poisoned 
– or perhaps starved is a better term – because the 
amino acids at the base of their food chain were being 
destroyed by oxygen.   


This environmental pressure led to the evolution 
of a more robust form of cell, the eukaryote, more 
than a billion years ago.  Eukaryotes tend to be much 
larger than prokaryotes and contain “organelles” for 
metabolizing oxygen.  It appears that that eukaryotes 
evolved from symbiotic relationships among 
prokaryote cells hard pressed to survive in the face of 
oxygen poisoning. 


 Second, energy – kinetic energy – is also 
destructive.  In prokaryote cells DNA chains live a 
hard life.  They are constantly pummeled, and 
sometimes broken, by other molecular objects flying 
around within the cell.  Yet DNA has a structure 
which is able to rebuild itself.  The two chains are 
connected by successive pairs of nucleotide “bases” 
A, T, C and G (Adenine, Thymine, Cytosine and 
Guanine).  “A” links only with “T” and “C” links only 
with “G”.  So when links in the chain are broken off 
the remaining link looks for a matching “base” within 
the cell to replace the missing link.  The same 
rebuilding process operates more systematically 
during reproduction when the DNA chains unzip. 


This reconstruction depends upon the presence of 
the “base” nucleotides and the other “food” for DNA.  
A cell can be viewed as a container where a solution 
of these “nutrients” can more efficiently feed the 
DNA reconstruction process. 


In the prokaryotic cell, DNA is unprotected.  The 
reconstruction process continues to repair DNA chains 
that have been damaged.  However, the reconstruction 
is frequent (because the cell is full of moving objects 
that collide with the DNA and cause damage) and not 
always accurate.  The result is variation, from 
daughter cell to daughter cell cloned from the same 
parent, and – in conventional Darwinian fashion – 
development of new species of prokaryotic cells. 


Something new happens with eukaryote cells.  
DNA is protected within a nucleus, a new structure 







within the cell.  This is a much quieter life than the 
DNA had to endure in prokaryote cells.  In a sense, 
the nucleus provided a relatively “cool” – and 
therefore more stable – environment for the DNA.  
This is the positive side of “entropy”, which allows 
development of more complex DNA structures (e.g. 
DNA chains coiled into long “slinky”-like 
chromosomes) and more adaptable forms of 
reproduction.  Prokaryote cells simply cloned 
themselves by splitting.  There was some variation 
(and consequent evolution of new species of 
prokaryotic cells) because of the constant damage 
and reconstruction of DNA floating loose within the 
cell. 


Eukaryote cells evolved a much more efficient 
mechanism for obtaining variation.  Instead of simply 
having a single cell clone itself by splitting, two 
different cells contribute half their DNA to form a 
new cell.  The resulting cell, like each of the two 
parent cells, has two sets of chromosomes, one from 
each parent.  But the contribution from each parent is 
a mix from the grandparents.  Each new cell will 
have a different mix, which is the mechanism for 
variation from generation to generation. 


This method of variation is called “sexual 
reproduction” and enables more rapid adaptation to 
the environment.  Consequently, eukaryote species 
proliferated.  Eventually – about six hundred million 
years ago – there developed a further adaptive 
mechanism, namely, cooperation among cells having 
the same DNA.  


Once discovered, this mechanism quickly 
radiated in what is known as the Cambrian Explosion 
of multi-celled organisms.  Various genetic lines 
developed.  Of most interest to us as human beings, 
organisms with backbones developed about 500 
million years ago, and some of these migrated from 
the sea to land about 400 million years ago.  Reptiles 
came 350 million years ago, and the first dinosaurs 
and mammals about 250 million years ago.   


Most large animals, including the dinosaurs, 
became extinct following an asteroid impact some 65 
million years ago.  This extinction allowed smaller 
animals to expand into the environment vacated by 
the larger animals, and it was during this period that 
the first primates evolved.  For good or ill, it appears 
that fairly dramatic changes in the environment have 
been a major factor in driving evolution.   


At some point in this evolution we part from 
chimpanzees.  Chimps -- like other animals -- have 
brains that enable them to adapt over the period of 
their lives.  But chimps appear to have limited ability 


to transmit what they learn to succeeding generations.  
In any community of chimps, the learning does not 
further accumulate after one or two generations.  
New chimp communities learn their full set of skills 
in a generation or two, and learn nothing new 
thereafter.   Young chimps learn from their elders, 
but their elders know no more then their elders before 
them. 
 By contrast, each generation of humans benefits 
from collective learning in the form of adaptations 
not available to their parents.  We take that for 
granted today, although we tend to focus on 
technology and are not sure whether such a principle 
applies to our politics.  Alas, we may have to wait for 
another “thermoentropic novelty” to advance our 
politics. 


Darwin's "natural selection" provided a high 
level explanation of a mechanism for biological 
evolution.  Organisms that evolved brains were 
thereby better able to adapt to changes in their 
environment.  By way of analogy, a society with 
collective learning is better able to adapt: it is able to 
improve its adaptive tool set over time.  Chimpanzees 
can’t do that. 


But how does "collective learning" enable this 
improved adaptive capability?  It is perhaps easiest to 
see this in the advances of science and technology, 
where the edifice of knowledge is systematically 
recorded and transmitted, using the language of 
mathematics and the methods of science.  Individual 
consumers of new technology benefit from this 
process. 


It is said that “history is a great teacher.”  Over 
time, our analysis of history has enabled us to 
understand that which had earlier been ascribed to 
“gods”.  For example, the “divine right of kings” 
gave way to a more candid recognition that we were 
making our own beds, whether or not we put kings in 
them.   


It is this kind of insight that led Pope Leo XIII to 
speak about our responsibility for the structures of 
society in Rerum Novarum.  In the century since that 
encyclical Catholic social teaching has fleshed out 
many of the details of this responsibility.  The 
obligation to critically examine the structures and 
institutions of society and reform them is termed 
“social justice.”   


But viewed from the perspective of cosmic 
evolution, what is the meaning of “social justice”?  Is 
it not “kindness” writ large on the social fabric? 


More on that theme next time. 
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Part 2: From Kindness to Social Justice 


C.  Kindness Writ Upon the Social Fabric 


Spring is a time of new life, and old habits.  One 
of our old habits is the annual ritual of putting the 
umbrella in its place in the round table on the deck.  
The ritual includes connecting a cable that runs under 
the deck.  A blue jay flew out from an eave under the 
deck, alighted on a tree branch nearby and chirped 
wildly as if to say “come after me!”   


And then I saw why.  There was a nest under the 
eave. The distressed mother thought I might have an 
interest in her eggs, and sought to distract me.  I was 
delighted to observe nature at work, and fancied that I 
might have protected this bird’s nest had the 
opportunity presented itself.  We are kindred spirits, I 
thought, as the blue jay chirped away. 


Life is full of kindred spirits.  There is a story – I 
think taken from the book When Elephants Weep by 
Jeffrey Masson – about a rhinoceros mother in distress 
because her calf was caught in mud at a river bank.  
Adding to her distress, a herd of elephants 
approached.  The lead female elephant came to the 
river bank and reached out her trunk to pull the calf 
out of the mud.  The mother rhino did not react well, 
fearing the worst.  But the other elephants blocked the 
rhino from charging while the rescue continued. 


Nature, of course, is not all sweetness and light.  
Far from it.  The blue jay and the rhino each had 
responses for protecting their young against predators, 
responses which, over the course of evolution, had 
acquired the status of habit.  After the successful 
rescue of her calf, perhaps the rhino had a sense of 
kindred spirit with the elephant.   


The mixed blessings of nature are evident in the 
details of our human condition as well, although we 
tend to see human failings rather than the unfolding of 
nature in the workings of society.  I watched a Ken 
Burns' film about Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan 
B. Anthony, and the long struggle leading to the 19th 
Amendment giving women the right to vote.  In the 
early days of the struggle advocates looked to the 
“equal protection” clause of the 14th Amendment, and 
challenged the law in order to bring a case to the 
Supreme Court.  Anthony actually voted in Rochester 
NY, because the local registrars allowed her to do so, 
but then she was tried and convicted of casting a vote 
unlawfully.  But she never paid the $100 fine 


imposed, and the authorities did not push the matter 
against such a notable figure as Susan B. Anthony.   


But in Missouri, a woman was denied 
registration, and brought suit on that account under 
the 14th Amendment.  Hopes within the suffrage 
movement were high.  But the Supreme Court ruled 
against the would-be Missouri voter on the ground 
that registration to vote was not established by the 
Constitution but rather was a matter for the states.  
Whereupon southern states proceeded to use 
registration restrictions to disenfranchise black males, 
the very group whose right to vote was explicitly 
protected by the 15th Amendment.  There was a 
painful irony in this sad outcome, because gender had 
been deliberately excluded from the language of 
the15th Amendment in order to assure that black males 
would be able to vote. 


Change comes slowly.  What is right and kind 
and just – hope for “kindred spirits” – does not always 
prevail, at least not at first.  Women did not obtain the 
right to vote until fifty years after the 15th 
Amendment.  When we use the term “Darwinian” to 
describe evolution, the reference is to biological 
change.  But the history of change in the cosmos is 
much larger than biology.  Viewed from that larger 
perspective, biological change is a relative latecomer 
to a progression that begins with physics. And why 
would we suppose that biology is the end of this 
progression?  There are kindred spirits all around us, 
ready and willing to help make this world a better 
place.  As the habits of the blue jay and the rhino 
imply, of course, the hope for kindred spirits – that the 
lion may lie down with the lamb – is a cosmic work in 
progress.  It is an aspiration that is “present” 
sometimes, but more often “not yet.”  


These are the signs of the times.  Something more 
than biology is afoot in the land, but the scope of 
change viewed from the cosmic perspective suggests 
that “kindred spirits” – brought together by kindness – 
are part of a cosmic drama still unfolding.  Kindness 
is all around us, although the lion often has its way 
with the lamb.  The lion may have its way but, ever so 
slowly, hope for “kindred spirits” becomes an 
expectation that fills the air, seeking to crowd out the 
harshness and unkindness to which some of our lions 
have become habituated. 
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Kindness is the cousin of the cosmic background 
radiation that came to the stage much earlier.  The 
cosmic background radiation has told us much, and 
continues to tell us more, about the origin and 
composition of the universe.  It is a very big universe, 
with tens of billions of galaxies each with trillions of 
stars.  And the cosmos is what scientists call 
“isotropic” – no matter where you look, no matter 
how distant, you will find essentially the same stuff.  
The cosmic background we see here on planet Earth 
provides a window on the Big Bang, and that window 
is the same everywhere. It is difficult to avoid the 
conclusion that the progression to sentient life – and 
more – is simply a part of the unfolding of the 
cosmos. This unfolding is “isotropic” throughout an 
expanse that is so vast as to beggar the imagination.    


If that is what the cosmic background radiation 
tells us, what do “kindred spirits” tell us?  They also 
tell us that we are not alone, but in a more immediate 
and palpable sense.  Furthermore, these kindred spirits 
provide examples and models.  What we see resonates 
deep in our heart.  Amid the storm, something good 
makes its presence felt. 


Not that we can wish away the storm.  Not all 
spirits are kindred.  The lamb and the lion are wary 
bedfellows.  Where is goodness – this something that 
makes its presence felt – going?  Wouldn’t it have 
been easier just to get there – to have been put there – 
rather than suffer through this cosmic journey?  That 
is an inquiry – about pain and suffering – for another 
day. 


For now, we have kindred spirits and we have 
change.  Change has a history, and we can call this 
history “cosmic evolution.”  There is a physics 
perspective on this history, going back to the Big 
Bang.  There is a chemistry perspective on this 
history, which overlaps with the physics perspective 
that began earlier, and serves as a preface for a 
biological perspective that began later.  All these 
perspectives are continuing, and further perspectives 
await our experience. 


Indeed, without our inquisitive minds we would 
have none of these perspectives.  From a strictly 
chronological point of view, since the sciences of 
physics, chemistry and biology were some time in 
coming, human history itself was probably first to 
benefit from human inquiry and a sensible 
arrangement of the evidence.  Stories of the tribe were 
passed on orally at first, using the metrics of poetry as 
memory aids.  Written language made possible not 


simply transmission of accumulated knowledge and 
wisdom but a more efficient and reliable accumulation 
of what prior generations had learned. Learning and 
understanding became collective activities, enabling 
succeeding generations to build upon what had gone 
before.  This attribute of human society has been 
called “collective learning.” 


We take for granted that the individual human 
being is able to reflect upon the self, examine past 
behavior and resolve to do better.  It is less obvious 
how this works with respect to social structures and 
institutions that have developed over time.  Where is 
collective learning?  Our institutions seem to learn 
more slowly than we do as individuals, at least about 
how to be “kindred spirits.”   


Machiavelli thought he was simply describing 
current political realities in The Prince, but he was 
roundly criticized by his contemporaries for accepting 
statecraft as it is and failing to hold a torch for what it 
ought to be.  There is something in the human spirit 
that calls for what is right even though politics does 
not deliver.  A few hundred years later Frederick II of 
Prussia wrote an idealistic paper opposing the 
guidance provided by Machiavelli, yet his behavior as 
King of Prussia seemed to fit the Machiavellian 
model, as noted by Voltaire. 


There is something Darwinian about how our 
social and political institutions behave.  In nature we 
understand why the lamb does not lie down with the 
lion.  The lion is hungry and the lamb is food.  It is 
nature, after all.  We do not really expect  nature to be 
otherwise.  But does not Machiavelli’s Prince reflect 
the same expectation?  Our institutions appear to 
evolve as animals evolve, with the prize of survival 
going to the most powerful and the fleetest of foot, as 
Darwin taught. 


But is that forever?  Is our individual sense of 
“kindred spirits” in vain?  Or is it just a matter of 
patience – agonizingly frustrating patience.  A cosmic 
perspective is all well and good, but does not the 
cosmos unfold too slowly to provide much hope for 
the present? 


Actually, no.  There is reason to hope that the 
pace is picking up.  Look more carefully at the 
implications of “collective learning.”  Clearly, the 
pace of science and technological change has been 
rapidly accelerating.  But the relative success of 
science should not blind us to the considerable growth 
in our understanding of our social and political 
institutions. 
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One emblematic example will suffice.  There was 
a time in the not too distant past when kings were 
believed to rule by divine right.  Rule by a monarch 
seemed a fixture of nature, whether justified by the 
practical reason of Hobbes or the concern of the 
Church for stability.  In any case, it was the accepted 
wisdom.  Several revolutions – our own included – 
served as a test of more democratic forms.  There was 
enough hope kindled by these tests, whether or not the 
tests always proved successful, that today popular 
determination of governmental forms is the preferred 
norm. 


The lesson here is not that universal democracy is 
a proper objective, but rather that our institutions have 
been evolving.  Machiavelli was simply being 
descriptive, and “collective learning” had not in his 
time made enough progress to offer “kindred spirits” 
much relief.   


It is at this point that the scope of cosmic 
evolution is, at least, suggestive.  It is fair to see raw 
power as the driving rationale for statecraft at the time 
of The Prince.  Although everyday kindnesses 
undoubtedly played a role in the society that existed 
below the level of statecraft, kind princes did not often 
survive.  We needn’t mimic Pollyanna to go to the 
next step.  The next step is not sweetness and light.  
The next step is simply a general recognition that our 
current institutions have a mixed heritage, and that we 
are becoming more capable of evaluating and 
reforming these institutions.  These institutions often 
have a pedigree that traces their practices and 
functions to the service of power, or whatever else 
was conducive to survival when these practices and 
functions evolved.  We are becoming better able to 
reflect upon the now accepted structures of these 
institutions and ask how they can be changed to serve 
the ends of justice rather than of power.  We can ask 
these questions because these structures are not 
untouchable – as if they were the work of God or 
nature – but are human constructions that can be 
evaluated and reformed. 


And this is precisely what Pope Leo XIII did in 
encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891 with respect to 
societal institutions affecting labor.  Challenging 
institutions that generally operated to provide a more 
stable society was something of a novelty for the 
institutional Church, but the line of teaching begun 
with Rerum Novarum and affirmed several times since 
(most recently in John Paul II’s Centessimus Annus in 


1991) has persisted.  This is the Catholic social 
teaching we call “Social Justice.”  


It is a worthy and challenging project.  Pollyanna 
need not apply.  This is not the errant idea of crackpot 
“do-gooders” tilting at realpolitic windmills.  It is 
more fundamental, reflecting kindness being writ 
upon the social fabric.   


We are only beginning along this road, and have 
much to learn about how evaluation and reform 
works.  In the terms of cosmic evolution, we are 
looking for mechanisms or processes which are 
reliable and stable.  We have not yet found them.  It is 
no accident that social justice is the Church’s “best 
kept secret.” 


There are some interesting experiments that can 
be construed as searching for such mechanisms or 
processes.  David Mog told us about AmericaSpeaks, 
which has for several years been promoting a 
methodology for sustained citizen engagement and 
public deliberation.  Click here for further 
information.  David recently participated as a table 
captain in Philadelphia, one of 19 cities across the 
country where citizens discussed what to do about the 
federal budget. 


Several NOVA and PAX members are 
participating in “listening sessions” leading up to a 
conference scheduled for June 2011 in Detroit under 
the auspices of the American Catholic Council.  The 
conference will have keynote addresses by a number 
of figures including Hans Kung and Joan Chittister.  
Click here for further information. 


 In the broad context of cosmic evolution, the 
notion that our institutions may have a history and 
baggage from times when practices and structures 
evolved more in response to power than to justice 
provides not only an understanding of the way we 
were but insight into how we can be better, more 
accommodating to “kindred spirits.” Church social 
teaching is a marker in the historical sand.   


And this marker inevitably leads to evaluation 
and reform of this Church of ours, which is – after all 
– an institution.  Vatican II may be understood as part 
of that reform.  But there is more to come, surely, as 
we develop stable and reliable mechanisms for 
evaluation and reform of institutions generally.   


How might such developments affect the 
structure and practices of a 2000 year old institution? 


More on that next time. 
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Part 2: From Kindness to Social Justice 
D.  Social Justice and the Institutional Church 


Catholic social teaching is often referred to as 
“the Church’s best kept secret.”  A Google of this 
phrase coupled with the words “Catholic,” “social” 
and “justice” produces over seven hundred hits.  
When Pope Leo XIII called for reform of the 
traditional social structures of labor in Rerum 
Novarum in 1891, he was fulfilling not only a promise 
but also breaking new ground.   


The promise of justice is ancient, but theologians 
rely on a slightly more recent formulation by Thomas 
Aquinas.  Ken Himes, in a series of talks on Catholic 
Social Teaching at St. Mary’s Church in Fairfax in 
1999, showed how changes in understanding have 
affected our views of social justice.  He first described 
Rerum Novarum as an effort to address two excesses 
and to walk a path between them.  On the one hand, 
laissez faire capitalism carried freedom to excess.  On 
the other socialism in its pursuit of equality was 
Godless and denied a right moral order, leading to 
class warfare.  The preeminent value is human 
dignity, not freedom (as envisioned by capitalism) or 
equality (as envisioned by socialism).  Leo XIII 
emphasized the importance of social charity as a 
response to the excesses of capitalism and socialism. 


Ken then returned to Thomas Aquinas for a 
framework for understanding the term “social justice.”  
Aquinas defined three aspects of justice.  First, justice 
should be blind as between individuals.  That is to say, 
relationships (primarily in the nature of contracts) 
should be commutative.  Second, principles of justice 
must be applied to the relationship between the 
individual and the group: the individual should obey 
just laws, and had a duty to contribute to the group 
through work.   Ken called this legal justice.  Third, 
there is the concept of distributive justice, which 
refers to the duties of the group toward the individual: 
a fair sharing of both the benefits and burdens of life 
in community.  This requires an assessment of the 
needs that each individual has a right to have met, and 
imposes upon the state the duty to satisfy a certain set 
of basic needs before allowing the marketplace to 
operate to satisfy needs beyond this basic set.  This 
produces a "relative equality" but demonstrates that 
justice trumps market freedom at and below some 
level of basic needs. 


But something was missing in the latter half of 
the 19th century.  Justice in practice did not measure 
up to the Thomistic framework.  This is why Leo XIII 
had to break new ground.  By 1891 the social sciences 
had demonstrated that much of what we had 
heretofore accepted as being beyond our control was 
indeed subject to deliberate efforts to change, so that 
injustices could be corrected.  The institutions of 
society are not the work of God or of nature, but are 
the work of human beings, and can be changed by 
human beings.   


Thus the concept of "social justice" is an addition 
to the three forms of justice articulated by Thomas 
Aquinas.  We need to create new institutions of 
society so that commutative, legal and distributive 
justice in fact come to pass.  The state has a positive 
role in this formulation, to regulate society toward the 
common good. 


But is not the Church an institution of society, 
and should not Catholics examine and reform this 
institution?  This is not what Leo XIII had in mind in 
Rerum Novarum.  John XXIII talked about opening 
the Church to fresh winds, and Vatican II took steps in 
that direction.  In recent decades a more conservative 
view has become ascendant in the Vatican, and it is 
not clear how this struggle will turn out. 


But what, then, of Catholic social teaching?  Is 
the institutional Church an exception?  There are some 
who would argue, yes, the Church is an exception 
because it is guided by the Holy Spirit.  Surely, the 
Body of Christ is preserved from error.  On the other 
hand, is not the laity included in the Body of Christ?  
Are not we all the People of God?  The documents of 
Vatican II (Lumen Gentium in particular) talk about 
the People of God first, as the inclusive communion.  
The Magisterium is discussed thereafter, as a part of 
that broader communion. 


The problem the institutional Church faces is that 
it is only slowly coming to grips with its own 
evolution in history.  The idea that God’s creation is 
through evolution on a cosmic scale is still a fairly 
new idea, even in scientific circles. The implications 
of the idea have not yet taken hold in the public 
imagination.  And the Church is still in thrall to an 
understanding of reality that places revelation and 
science in separate categories.  Pope Paul VI was 
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happy to recognize Stephen Hawking for showing that 
the universe had a beginning in the Big Bang, but this 
was taken as a confirmation of Genesis, not as a 
challenge to the traditional understanding of divine 
intervention in the world.   


As it turns out the same evidence that confirmed 
the Big Bang has provided a story of an evolving 
cosmos.  This story is not at all like Genesis.  
Furthermore, the narrative of cosmic evolution is so 
comprehensive that it suggests a view of God’s 
presence in the world that is at the same time more 
subtle and more awesome than the traditional  view. 


It will take the institutional Church some time to 
adapt.  St. Augustine advised that interpretation of 
scripture should take care to avoid the embarrassment 
of conflict with what was understood about the natural 
world, but those were simpler times when relatively 
little was known about the natural world.  The 
challenge of following Augustine’s advice would 
become more difficult, as the Galileo episode showed.  
The Church supported a picture of the universe 
favored by Aristotle, where the earth was at the center 
and movement of celestial bodies was in perfect 
circles, a sign of God’s perfection.  The mathematical 
gyrations of Ptolemy preserved that picture as data 
accumulated about the motion of the planets.  Ptolemy 
constructed an elaborate system of circles upon circles 
in order to preserve the appearance of perfection of  
planetary orbits. 


When the Roman Empire in the West 
disintegrated, the Church filled the vacuum.  When 
Roman civil institutions collapsed, the Church 
provided the glue that held society together. The 
Christian view of how individuals and society were to 
behave became not only the standard but the essential 
line of defense between order and disorder.  
Challenges to the Church’s world view were viewed 
as a threat to the stability of society.  And, as 
Machiavelli observed, stability is the first 
responsibility of those who would govern.    


In this context, even Copernicus and Galileo were 
influenced by the reigning world view of God’s 
celestial perfection.  Although Copernicus placed the 
sun at the center, he held to circular orbits.  By the 
time of Galileo the data were difficult to reconcile 
with circular orbits, and Galileo knew this.  He 
nonetheless maintained that the orbits must be 
circular: heavenly perfection required it.   


Politics is the art of accommodating the reigning 
world view.  Copernicus had the benefit of a judicious 


publisher who found a theologian (Osiander) who 
wrote a substitute preface to De Revolutionibus that 
suggested that it was for the convenience of 
simplifying the calculations only, and not making a 
statement about reality, that the planetary orbits were 
described using the sun as their center.   


Galileo was not nearly so politic. In his Dialogue 
Concerning the Two Chief Systems of the World, he 
put the astronomical views of his former friend, now 
Pope Urban VIII, into the mouth of a simple-minded 
character with the name Simplicio.  This indiscretion 
– characteristic of Galileo – led to his trial by 
inquisition and house arrest. 


Yet, apart from this impolitic behavior, the 
position of Church officials (notably Cardinal 
Bellarmine, who had dealt with Galileo on the 
Copernican issue fifteen years earlier) was that further 
research had to be done to confirm or condemn 
heliocentrism.  Thus, the practical implementation of 
Augustine’s advice placed the burden of proof upon 
those who would challenge the Church’s worldview.  
This makes some logical sense because no one’s 
interest would be served if the Church abandoned its 
long held position only to find that the new view had 
not been adequately vetted. 


This cautionary experience with Galileo provides 
a realistic model for how the Church’s position is 
likely to evolve in response to the still developing 
story of cosmic evolution.  It is important to 
emphasize how recent is our understanding of cosmic 
evolution.  A hundred years ago the general consensus 
among scientists – even Albert Einstein – was that the 
universe was in a steady state condition, as it had 
always been and always would be.  Indeed, this was 
the view of Aristotle.   


So ingrained was this preconception that when it 
appeared that solutions to Einstein’s field equations of 
General Relativity could include both expanding and 
collapsing universes, Einstein nipped that 
interpretation in the bud by adding a "cosmological 
constant" to the equations.  Only after Hubble's 
discovery in the late 1920s that distant galaxies were 
receding at a speed proportional to their distance did 
Einstein recognize that the cosmological constant was 
"the biggest mistake of my life." 


And other scientists persisted in believing in a 
steady-state universe until discovery of the cosmic 
background radiation in the mid-1960s. If the 
scientific community is cautious about such matters, 
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who can expect the institutional Church to be 
otherwise? 


On the other hand, change in response to an 
evolutionary view of creation will not be without 
precedent.  The Galileo episode is one form of 
precedent.  The history of Catholic social teaching 
itself moves the Church toward recognition of the 
human role in evolution.  Leaders of the Church 
(beginning with St. Paul) accommodated Church 
teaching to the reality of slavery, but the Church has 
come to see the error of this accommodation.  The 
position of the Church on the “divine right of kings” 
went through a similar evolution.  Pope John Paul II, 
to his credit, acknowledged similar mistakes with 
regard to Galileo and with regard to the Jews.  


If Rerum Novarum was a milestone in 1891, what 
the Church needs, more than a hundred years later, is 
another milestone of the same kind – a recognition 
that the institutional structures of the Church are made 
by human beings, not by God.  Rerum Novarum did 
not come out of the blue, but had been prepared by a 
growing consensus in the social science community.  
What is currently missing is a framework for 
developing such a consensus with regard to the 
institutional structures of the Church. 


For the most part, the Church has tried to place 
itself above the fray, taking the high road of principle 
and leaving practical implementation of changes in 
institutional structure to the political process.  The 
Church has weighed in politically on traditional moral 
behavior issues, as with abortion and stem cell 
research, but these issues are more about institutional 
positions rather than about changes in the structure of 
institutions. 


Ironically, if the Church applies Catholic Social 
Teaching to itself as an institution it will be in a better 
position to advocate social justice in secular 
institutions.  This is not because “setting an example” 
improves credibility, but rather because change is hard 
and practical experience helps, especially first hand 
experience from the point of view of the institution 
being changed. We are still in the early stages of 
making social justice a reality.  The problem 
addressed by Rerum Novarum was that justice was not 
happening; the structures and institutions of society 
were standing in the way.  In order for justice to 
happen, it would be necessary to change these 
structures and institutions.  Catholic Social Teaching 


provides objectives, but doesn’t tell particular 
institutional realities how to get from here to there.  
What is needed are reasonably stable and reliable 
mechanisms for getting from here to there. 


What better way for the Church to start down this 
path than to use its own institutional structure as a 
guinea pig.  Needless to say, the notion of institutional 
Church as guinea pig is a hard sell.  It doesn’t have to 
be put exactly that way, of course.  But it’s a hard sell 
nonetheless.  The gathering next June in Detroit 
sponsored by the American Catholic Conference may 
serve as a sounding board for the kinds of injustices 
that call for changes in Church structure.  But that 
doesn’t change the underlying dynamic: the 
institutional Church as guinea pig is a hard sell. 


That said, allow me to go out on a limb and say 
where I think the Church is going to end up, and why 
this place will be not only dramatically different but 
also much better adapted to the unity for which Christ 
prayed.   


Recently I watched Ken Burns' film "Mark 
Twain." Huckleberry Finn began as a sequel to Tom 
Sawyer, but Twain put it aside while he took a trip 
down the Mississippi.  There he saw what had 
happened to the Civil War legacy of freedom for 
slaves.  When he returned he recast Huckleberry Finn 
as a commentary on American life that has become a 
classic.  At one point in the book Huck considers 
writing a letter to Jim's owner telling her where she 
can find her runaway slave.  Huck wrestles with his 
impulse to write the letter, because everything he has 
been taught tells him that he is doing wrong by 
helping Jim run away.  He will surely go to hell if he 
doesn't right this wrong, so that Jim gets back to his 
proper place.  But in his wrestling Huck comes back 
to this person Jim, whom he has come to know, and he 
throws the letter away.  "Well, then, I'll just go to 
hell." 


Huck’s struggle serves as a metaphor for current 
times with the Church.  The Church is divided as 
Huck is divided.  Justice issues – for silenced 
theologians, for women, for a lay role in governance – 
are adrift on a raft.  What will we do?  The authority 
of the Church’s past weighs heavily.  But that burden 
can be lightened if the Church’s view of itself is 
transformed to reflect an evolutionary view of God’s 
handiwork.    


TO BE CONTINUED
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The Down Side of Hope 
 


These are trying times.  For those 
whose hearts burn for justice and human 
dignity, the direction of events seems 
wrong.  The elation of recent years at a 
politics of hope has more recently been 
deflated.  The entire world is in a funk.  
Painfully, this funk echoes the longer 
running retrenchment of the institutional 
Church from the promise of Vatican II. 


What is going on?   
The standard progressive 


accommodation to these events might be 
“two steps forward, one step back.” 
Maintain a stiff upper lip and keep 
pushing.  Those of less optimistic 
persuasion suspect the trajectory might 
be “three steps back.”  The myth of 
Sisyphus presents a depressing image.    


There may be a cosmic method to 
these trials.  As these essays have tried 
to show, there is an unfolding that we 
are a part of.  The universe blows hot 
and blows cold, not in some aimless 
sense but toward whatever it is that is 
embodied by our hopes.  The hopes are 
real; they are a sign.  Creation is of a 
piece, remarkably. And the ups and 
downs – blowing hot and blowing cold – 
are the engine of cosmic evolution.  In 
the last fifty years, since confirmation of 
the Big Bang, we have become witness 
to a succession of examples of this 
wayward engine at work.   


The wayward engine of ups and 
downs is most familiar to us in Darwin’s 
process of natural selection, which is 
different in kind from the physical 
processes of the Big Bang and star 
formation.  DNA replication produces 
variation in organisms, and the 
vicissitudes of nature weed out 
organisms that are less well adapted.  
Over time, this process has produced 
ever more complex creatures, but 


sometimes changes in the environment 
have been so large and swift that even 
the dominant organisms have been 
unable to adapt.  The dinosaurs did not 
survive a nuclear winter produced by an 
asteroid sixty-five million years ago, 
leaving an ecological vacuum filled by 
mammals and then primates.  A comet 
some thirteen thousand years ago 
similarly drove many large animals to 
extinction, making it easier for homo 
sapiens to then become dominant. 


But the wayward engine of ups and 
downs is nothing if not creative.  Or, 
perhaps more accurately, the more 
complex structures that have developed 
over time – now including the structures 
of human civilization – have found new 
processes of adaptation that build upon, 
but are different in kind from, Darwin’s 
natural selection.   


These processes have the human 
character written all over them, which is 
why they are different in kind from 
natural selection.  They have something 
to do with the small kindnesses of 
everyday life, which resonate in our 
hearts.  The same resonance 
accompanies the good that we attempt to 
do as a community, from the meat loaves 
and scalloped potatoes at Christ house to 
our support for the orphanage in Bolivia 
and dozens of other projects, to the new 
micro-financing project in Nicaragua.  


But how can work like this prevail 
against Darwinian self interest?  
Remarkably, kindness is not relegated to 
the volunteer efforts of church groups – 
it has made its presence felt in the lion’s 
den, as it were, where competition is 
fierce.  But not without ups and downs.  
I would describe how this works in 
terms comparable to Darwinian 
evolution.  In Darwinian evolution 







changes in the environment operate to 
"naturally select" better adapted 
specimens and species.  Applied to our 
civilization, this process seems to foster 
the success of behavior described by 
Machiavelli in The Prince.  Yet over 
time there has been improvement, an 
ever so subtle moderation of the severity 
of self-interest.  


The engine of this improvement is 
the same thirst for justice and kindness 
that drives our social action projects.  It 
is a longing that resonates within the 
human heart, and rejects the boundary of 
“private charity.”  It is simply not true 
that self-interest – the Darwinian 
premise – trumps all.  What happens is 
that, in its better moments, the 
community develops structures and 
practices which not only restrain self-
interest but do good for the sake of good. 
But then circumstances change and the 
“better moments” pass away.  
Retrenchment sets in, driving both 
individuals and the community as a 
whole to fall back.  Justice and kindness 
seem more distant.  The more primitive 
Darwinian self interest is ascendant, 
which tends to tear down or obviate 
structures and practices that had been 
able to develop and flourish in more 
accommodating environments.   


When more accommodating 
environments return, resonance will 
generate new or modified structures and 
practices for justice and kindness, which 
will be tested by later changes in the 
environment that again drive both 
individuals and the community to 
retrench.  The length and depth of the 
retrenchment will test the resilience of 
the structures and practices that strive for 
justice and kindness.  And over time this 
cycle between resonance and 
retrenchment will tend to make justice 
and kindness structures more resilient, 
and better able to weather the storms of 
retrenchment. 


For example, the democratic forms 
of our republic reflect an evolution of 
this kind over a succession of  changes 
in civilization that cycle between hope 
and retrenchment.  Athenian democracy 
is an example of a less resilient structure 
and our current republic embodies more 
resilient democratic structures.  
Machiavelli’s The Prince is often 
interpreted as a justification for 
retrenchment, but that misreads the 
author.  Machiavelli was intent upon 
establishing within Italy the benefits of a 
republic, and saw a successful prince as 
a practical step toward that eventual end.  
Machiavelli's Discourses on Livy 
recount the period during the Roman 
republic when structures more resilient 
to the purposes of democracy were 
developed.  These structures tried to 
establish a balance, including elements 
of all three classical forms of 
government: democracy, monarchy and 
aristocracy.  The idea of a republic was 
to use this balance to overcome the 
tendency of a democracy to degenerate 
into mob rule, the tendency of a 
monarchy to degenerate into tyranny, 
and the tendency of aristocracy to 
degenerate from rule by the best to rule 
by the rich. 


The American experiment is a 
balanced republic of this kind.  
Democratic structures are not in 
themselves just or kind, although they do 
respond to the resonance of freedom.  
Freedom does indeed resonate, and for 
the same reason that justice and kindness 
resonate: a loving God is sharing 
existence with independent beings able 
to comprehend this existence and love 
one another thereby imaging God.  
Furthermore, over the long term, 
democratic structures provide a more 
resilient and robust foundation for 
mechanisms, structures and practices 
that do justice and express kindness. 


But structures and practices that do 
justice and express kindness must 







themselves be annealed by changes in 
the political environmental that cycle 
from hope to retrenchment.  Private 
charity persists from age to age, but is 
not adequate to the need.  Structures and 
practices of the general community for 
justice and kindness, relying upon the 
powers of the modern state, have been 
and are being developed.  Social 
programs (typically, first in Europe and 
then in America) have elements that 
reflect the resonance of justice and 
kindness in the human heart.  The 
current financial stress is testing these 
structures and practices, and 
retrenchment may well occur.  More 
hopeful times will return, and more 
resilient social programs will develop. 


The direction of all this is evident.  
We are in the palm of God's hands. And 
yet we are limited creatures, among 
many such civilizations in the cosmos, 
and our continued survival is not etched 
in stone.  Our capacity to develop ever 
more resilient structures and practices 
for justice and kindness, at the level of 
the general community as well as 
individually, will be tested.  And our 
time is limited.  Will we reach the 
parousia of a unity of God's kingdom in 
heaven and on earth?  We can hope, and 
we can act on that hope.  The downside 
of hope need not discourage us. 


What is the role of the institutional 
Church in this struggle for justice and 
kindness?  In the preceding essay in this 
series I suggested that Huckleberry 
Finn’s struggle with himself over the 
slave status of Jim, his companion on a 
raft down the Mississippi, serves as a 
metaphor for current times with the 
Church.  The Church is divided as Huck 
is divided.  Justice issues – for silenced 
theologians, for women, for a lay role in 
governance – are adrift on a raft.   


In recent weeks I have come upon 
yet another reason for seeing Church 
governance as off the rails.  One of my 
favorite pastimes is listening to Teaching 


Company courses, and a short series of 
twelve lectures on Understanding 
Complexity has provided food for 
thought concerning the promise of 
Vatican II.  Yes, we are in a period of 
retrenchment.  And yes, this 
retrenchment will test the resilience of 
the structures and practices initiated by 
the Church fathers at Vatican II.  We 
seem to be going nowhere with Lumen 
Gentium’s shift toward an emphasis 
upon the Church as the People of God.  
Parish and diocesan councils languish in 
obscurity.  Regional synods began with 
promise but the Vatican pulled them 
back.  Ut Unum Sint suggested a 
reflection on the Petrine ministry, but 
that inquiry has languished as well. 


What those who study complex 
systems say is that robust and resilient 
systems emerge from the bottom up, 
without a script or a plan.  And these 
systems survive by balancing in a middle 
ground:  the individuals within the 
system are interdependent (but not too 
much), connected to one another (but not 
too much), diverse (but not to excess), 
and learn and adapt (without knowing it 
all). 


There is a history, of course, to the 
highly centralized structure of the 
Roman Catholic Church.  But the People 
of God appear to be responding like a 
complex system, on their own – thank 
you very much – seeking a via media 
from the bottom up.   


The institutional Church could be a 
more helpful part of this development.  
Our American heritage of a 
constitutional form of government – one 
that understands the excesses of 
democracy, monarchy and aristocracy – 
provides a pertinent perspective.  The 
institutional Church need not bury its 
talents. 


But hope has its down side. 
  TO BE CONTINUED 
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The Up Side of Evil 
 


Some years ago a nature program – I think 
it was National Geographic – described the 
survival struggle between lions and herds of 
wildebeest on the plains of Africa.  The best 
face upon the process is that the fittest survive, 
and the lions weed out the weak and the less fit.  
I vividly recall one scene in the film.  A 
pregnant mare was giving birth in a clump of 
trees near the herd.  A lioness crouching nearby 
seized the moment and dispatched the 
vulnerable mare and her half-born calf. 


Was the mare among the weak and less fit?  
It did not make any difference.  She was 
vulnerable.  Nature took its course.  But I recall 
feeling great sympathy for the mare, because of 
her vulnerability.  Bad things can happen to 
good mares; and surely her calf was innocent. 


How different is this natural act of 
brutality from a flood or a fire that also cuts life 
short?  If an earthquake levels a city and kills 
tens of thousands of people – as did the Lisbon 
earthquake of 1755 – the scale of the tragedy is 
large enough to raise questions about the 
beneficence of a loving God.  Voltaire was 
deeply shaken by the destruction wrought by 
the Lisbon earthquake, and the occasion 
focused his acerbic pen on a then popular 
argument by Leibniz: since God created the 
world this surely must be “the best of all 
possible worlds.”  Voltaire first wrote a poem 
about the Lisbon earthquake, and then Candide, 
putting Leibniz’s theodicy in the mouth of 
Doctor Pangloss.  


The Lisbon earthquake was a catastrophe 
of the first order.  The city was devoutly 
Roman Catholic and some theologians argued 
that the appearance must have been deceiving 
because God was obviously angry.  Rousseau 
argued that the cause of this disaster was the 
vain mistake of crowding people into cities.  A 
young Immanuel Kant wrote a short book 
attempting to systematically explain the 
earthquake in terms of natural causes. 


Why do questions about the real presence 
– or lack of presence – of a loving God occupy 
the human mind in such circumstances?  
Another story may shed some light on this 
question.  It begins as a question that might be 
asked by a small child: why is the sky blue?  
We look up on a clear day and see a blue 
canopy.  It appears that this blue canopy is 
indeed “out there,” just as the Lisbon 
earthquake was “out there.” 


But is the sky blue?  I recall two courses 
during one semester in college that provided an 
answer to this question.  One of these courses 
included a thin book about the behavior of 
bees.  Bees who found a source of pollen would 
come back to the hive and do a dance that told 
other bees how to get to the source of pollen.  
Researchers found that the bees used the sun as 
a reference point for these directions.  
Amazingly, the bees were able to find their way 
on cloudy days.  How could they see the sun? 


The second course was a physics course on 
electromagnetism.  Light, of course, is an 
electromagnetic phenomenon.  The professor 
explained that the sun’s rays are filtered in a 
peculiar way by the ionosphere, a blanket of 
charged particles that surrounds the earth.  
Electromagnetic radiation from the sun causes 
these charged particles to vibrate.  And when a 
charged particle vibrates it gives off 
electromagnetic radiation of its own.  One of 
our class exercises was to figure out the pattern 
of this re-radiated light.  It turned out that the 
amount of light re-radiated by a charged 
particle was proportional to the fourth power of 
the frequency. 


Our eyes have three color cones: blue, 
green, and yellow-red.  Blue is the highest of 
these frequencies.   The eyes of bees are 
different: bees have cones that detect 
ultraviolet, which is a higher frequency than 
blue and – as anyone who gets sunburned on a 
cloudy day at the beach knows – goes right 
through clouds.  For light re-radiated by the 
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ionosphere, it’s the high frequency cone that 
matters.  The sky looks blue to us because blue 
is the highest frequency cone we have.  And 
bees can see the sun on a cloudy day because 
they have an ultraviolet cone – they don’t see 
the clouds.  


So the sky is not really blue, it just looks 
blue to us.  It looks ultraviolet to bees.  What 
we thought was “out there” was not really “out 
there.”  The ionosphere is “out there” but the 
blue that we see says more about us than about 
the color of the sky.   


So what about the Lisbon earthquake?  
Like the ionosphere, the Lisbon earthquake was 
“out there.”  But what color was it?  It killed a 
lot of people, and these deaths were also “out 
there.”  Voltaire and Rousseau colored the 
event in their own distinct hues, but color it 
they did.  The wildebeest mare and her calf, as 
a meal for the hungry lioness, were also “out 
there.”  But why did I react the way I did, 
seeing something wrong and out of order – not 
for the good of creation – in what happened? 


When bad things happen we hope for 
better things, and these better things resonate in 
the human heart. It is the same resonance that 
we have for the small kindnesses of everyday 
life.  Only we see what is missing rather than 
what is present.  As Saint Augustine said, evil 
is the absence of good.  As Martin Luther King, 
Jr., advised, we cannot fight evil directly but 
must crowd it out by doing good. 


We yearn to make this world a better 
place, and that yearning is no accident.  It is a 
fundamental reflection of who we are, as 


children of a loving God.  Objective events 
contrary to this yearning – thousands killed by 
the Lisbon earthquake, the wildebeest mare and 
her calf being eaten by the hungry lioness – 
touch us because of who we are. 


Arguably, the Lisbon earthquake is merely 
an act of nature – nothing genuinely evil about 
it, and not much that human ingenuity could do 
about it, notwithstanding Rousseau’s protest 
that we get back to nature.  Arguably also, the 
fate of the wildebeest mare and her calf is 
merely nature taking its course. 


There is the old question about whether a 
tree falling in the forest makes a noise if there 
is no one there to hear it.  We could ask a 
similar question in reverse: if we did not 
anguish when bad things happen to good 
people, would there be a God?   


Perhaps the fact that bad things happen to 
good people says more about how we color the 
world, from the inside, than about the world 
“out there.”  We see evil afoot in the land, and 
respond by yearning to make this world a better 
place.  And we act on this yearning.  This is a 
sign of life in the human heart.  It is a life 
deeply connected to all of creation, a marvel to 
behold.  We see what can be made better, and 
we act to make it better.  This active living is 
testimony to the presence of a loving God who 
is sharing existence with independent beings 
able to love one another, thereby imaging God. 


Just as hope has its down side, evil has its 
up side. 


  TO BE CONTINUED 
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