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Belonging to the Universe
David Steindl-Rast

(Erom a lecture at the Earth Trust Foundation)

clonging to the universe. . . . I use the key word, belonging. . . . 1 sus-
¢ that most of us find the conflict of belonging somewhat prob-
9 lematic or else we wouldn’t be here. And the problematical
1 ging begins long before it’s a matter of belonging to the universe. It’s a
ing on every level, belonging to our families, belonging to our com-
nities, belonging to our country. On all different levels, belonging is for
: ay a key issue. And a problematic issue. Because our main problem
is alienation. We all experience alienation . . . in different ways.
inning with alienation from ourselves, alienation from others, alienation
our feelings. The word alienation is almost the one word that sums up
hur problems, and between these two poles of belonging and alienation is the
alm of life.
" The realm of spiritual life. Because for me, spiritual life is not a separate
epartment from life. But when I use the word spirimal it means, as the root
ning of the word it is, aliveness. Spirit, spirims, is the life breath and so
ituality is aliveness. An aliveness on all levels in all areas, and that alive-
that spirituality, moves between belonging and alienation. Or, you
ould say it is a move to ever greater aliveness and that means a move t0
ever deeper belonging. Or, an increasing discovery of that belonging, which
ve have from the very beginning.
As T. S. Eliot says in T#e Four Quarters, “We shall not cease from explo-
ration. And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started
ind know the place for the first time.” And in a more explicitly religious
ontext, Augustine says of this starting point, “God is closer to us than we
to ourselves in our heart of hearts.” And yet he also says, “restless is our
rt until it rests in You, oh God.” And so from that starting point, which
is home, we are already closer to the ultimate than we are to ourselves, to
discovering this belonging.
- Between those two points lies this longing to belong which continuously
drives us on until we enter through what Eliot calls in the same passage,
“the unknown remembered gate.”
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It us unknown and yet it is somehow remembered because it is “’hﬁtﬁ;.
we start from. And that is our spiritual quest. And now to bring this home
to ourselves, each one of us. And to explore it together and to see some of
the implications of this quest to belong. Of this longing to belong to the yni.
verse and to that which goes beyond the universe to the horizon beyond g
horizons. In order to do that together we have to appeal to our pe onal
experience in which we have the deepest sense of belonging. And those
the moments which psychology calls peak experiences or peak momen
Everyone has these experiences and most people very early on in life, jy
childhood, quite frequently.

Even if it’s only a split moment. Our whole heart goes out and
“This is it.” In the sense of “That’s what I’ve always been waiting fo
“That’s what I’ve always been longing for.” And that longing is a long
to belong. And for a split moment we belong. And then we lose it 2 il
It’s gone. And usually what triggers these experiences isn’t even as spe
lar as a sunset or a waterfall, it may just be the dimples in your b
cheeks as you’re looking at your baby. Or it may be the way a squirrel
a nut from your hand when you are feeding it in the park.

Abraham Maslow, the great psychiatrist, in the middle of this cen
coined the term peak experience based on what is known as a mystic expe
The only reason why he switched is that in psychologic literature mys
experience sounded a little too mystic and it didn’t quite sit. So he
say something that was a little more kosher in the context of psycho
literature. _

All those books of mysticism are about the mystic experience. But
mately, this is inexpressible. So the one way in which it is somewhat a
ble to us is through poetry. Kenneth Rexroth’s “The Heart of He
obviously inspired by one of these experiences.

Lying under the stars in the summer night

Late while the autumn constellations climb the sky
as the cluster of Hercules falls down the west

I put the telescope by . . .

my body is asleep only my eyes and brain are awake
the stars stand around me like gold eyes

I can no longer tell where I begin and leave off

the faint breeze in the dark pines and the

invisible grass

the tipping earth

the swarming stars have an eye that sees itself.
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Al this has an eye that sees itself. And of course, there is even a play on
F words because they have an eye and who is that I. T am that eye of the uni-
yerse that sees itself.

All the ditterent key words are translated into experience here, translated
into image. The aliveness, obviously, the meaning. This is a meaningful
moment. The belonging, “I can no longer tell where I leave off and where I
pegin.” I merge. I merge with the universe. And it is in that sense truly a
peﬂ]\ experience. Peak of awareness, peak of aliveness, and truly a mystic
experience. It is not only a contact with nature, not only a contact with all
that is, but a contact with the horizon beyond all that is. And then identifi-
cation with that. It’s a mystic experience by the most simple definition of the
word mystic; an experience that must be personal; an experience of commu-
nion in the words of belonging. Of communion with reality. Yes, but with
ltimate reality.

And every word in that definition counts.

Let’s first Jook at it as this mystic experience, this encounter with
spirit. Mystic experience in the sense of being ultimate; relatedness to the
source of all there is. Relatedness to God, if you want to use this term
‘God. I'm always hesitant to use God because you lay yourself open to so
many misunderstandings.

What God means, if this word means anything to us, is that limitless
belonging that we experience in our peak moments. All theistic religious
traditions will agree that this is definitely the denominator for what we
mean by God. That to which we ultimately, limitlessly belong. The refer-
ence point of this belonging. And in this experience it is no more than a
direction. The direction of our belonging. God is the direction of our ulti-
mate belonging.

Then, of course, the different religious traditions fill this in and there’s a
lot of exploration that you can do in that direction. But at least we have a
- common denominator and whether we want to use that term God or not,
- we know how it is correctly used.

Bur we don’t need to use it. We can just speak, for instance, of all
things and their course. The source from which all things come forth.
That’s what we are concerned with in religion. The ultimate source of all
there is. Not things yet, but the source. There are things and then there is
the source. Just as there is a little stream and there is the source of that
stream. Well, the source is not the stream. Where it flows, it’s already the
Stream. What is the source? The source is before it starts flowing. It’s
really . . . when we speak about all things and the source of all things, then
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the only “thing” that the source can be is nothing. If it’s a thing,
already something. It’s not the source. If it’s not a thing, but the source
all things, it’s no thing. But not an empty nothing. Not just a denjg]
thing, but the source, that nothing out of which the fullness of everythj
comes. But I’'m not concerned with the words, I'm concerned with pe
experience; not things, but nothing. Because there are two things that
ter in our lives: “things” and “meaning.” And meaning is no thij
Meaning is nothing. And meaning is that source out of which everyt
comes. Meaning is nothing. You’re not adding something to your house g
make it your home. That’s the meaning your home has for you. Ip’s
something that you add to your house like you add a new room, or g
attic, or a new roof. You’re adding nothing, but that nothing is what
ters to you. So the source is that nothing and that is what religion is ak
That source, that horizon, that from which everything gushes forth.
And in our peak moments, in our mystic moments, because we a
mystics, we experience this meaning. Meaning beyond all things. Now the
a question that is very important to many people, and that is the questi
our relatedness to the ultimate source. And how do we get from that
experience to the religions? How do we get from religion with a capital.
the religions?
Inevitably our intellect does something with this experience, refle
it, tries to understand and interpret it. And the moment the intellect i
prets what’s happening we have myth. And to the extent to which
understand that poem by Rexroth as a religious poem, and it certainly |
the extent to which it is the expression of a religious experience, it end
in a myth. And it’s a very beautiful myth that deeply speaks to us, @
the myth of the universe looking at itself through my heart, throu
eyes, with antecedents in more ancient myth; the poetic expression
inside that is too deep for any other expression. There are insights i
human condition that are so deep that no other language will be
enough to carry it. And we hit those experiences when we are in o
instance. And that’s why we start writing poetry when we are in lov:
Jeast expressing poetically or waxing poetically. Only poetic lang
carry it—the poetic expression for an inside that is too great for @
kind of expression like logic, or abstract thought, so that’s the fi
that we inevitably get, myth. And myth is an element of every I
tradition. 3
Secondly, our will does something with this experience. Wi
Not our willfulness. Our willingness. Our willingness is alv
what’s good. We can only will what is really good for us-
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it willingness says, our heart says, “This is terrific. This belonging, in the
ce of sense of belonging. This is how I would like to live.” And immediately
al of - you get ethics, which is the second element of every religion. What all of
hing - the ethical systems in the world have in common is that they say, “This is
sonal how one lives when one belongs together. That is how one behaves
mat- towards animals, toward plants, towards other human beings, towards the
hing. whole universe, when one is at home in this earth household.” So that’s the
thing second element.
1se to And the third element is that our feelings, not only our intellect, our
S not will, but our feelings come in and our feelings celebrate this experience.
! new And this is terrific. And the moment the feelings celebrate the mystic expe-
mat rience, the sense of belonging, we have ritual. And every ritual is a celebra-
bout, tion of belonging. Anything from a birthday party to a graduation, to a
religious ceremony, to a peace march, everything, every ritual, whether you
< all - create it, or whether it’s ancient, is always a celebration of belonging. And
e is . here we have the three elements that belong to every religion with a small
mof r: myth, ethics, and ritual. Of course, they can go wrong; myth can turn
ystic into dogmatism. Ethics can turn into moralism, and ritual can turn into rit-
Rt

ualism. But when it goes well, then myth will again and again lead us back
' to the mystic experience. Ethics will be an overflow, will be the social real-
ization of inner achievement and fulfillment, lived out in community. And
ritual will be the celebration of it. The joy of life. All of life can become
that ritual.
Let us look at this once more. This experience, but not primarily under
religious aspect, not primarily under the aspect of spirit, but now under
¢ aspect of nature and of our dealing with nature. And here you have first
at you could call cognition. What nature is, is that which gushes forth
bithout our doing anything. That’s what nature is. We spoke before of the
rce and then we speak about that which gushes forth. And that is nature.
the very term, mature, the very root that stands behind this means this
ing forth. You have it in nativity where something comes forth. Our
t contact with nature, in this poem, for instance, or in any such situation
we lie under the starry skies is cognition. That is still wordless. And
tice that very word, cognition, has also the same root in it. It’s - that
ins together and then again this gushing forth. So what we experience in
tion is that we are part of that which gushes forth. All this as Rexroth
here, all this gushing forth of nature has an eye that sees itself. And
S Cognition. We are that eye. Cognition is a recognizing, redoing of
f?fSt Moment. So here it is done in poetry. That recognition. And you
t here in this poem, for instance. When the poet says, “my eyes and
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brain are awake . . . the stars stand around me like gold eyes . . . I'can no
longer tell where I begin and leave off . . . the faint breeze in the dark pines
and the invisible grass . . . the tipping earth . . . the swarming stars.” A]|
this is recognition. It is expressed poetic language. That recognition of the
original cognition.

The third possible step that we can combine with this encounter with
nature is reflection. The first was cognition, then recognition, and now
reflection in this recognition, and that is science. But there are two very dif-
ferent possibilities for science. We nowadays think only of one and that s
exact science, or Cartesian science. But there is originally another kind of
science and you may call this chemical science. Alchemy is a reflection on
the poetry of the encounter with nature. It includes the personal and the
religious.

And then you have the exact science, purged of everything that is
poetic, everything that is personal, and everything that is religious. It must
be purged. In other words, the science that we call the exact science is not a
reflection on the recognition; is not a reflection on the poetry, but goes
directly back to the original encounter with nature and tries to do all this
unpoetically. And that is why our science, where all the personal is left out, '
suddenly becomes totally impersonal and we feel totally alienated. 1

When science is the only recognized access to nature or to reality—and
we have a tendency to view it that way—but there is another possibility: we
can put science into a much greater context. And every scientist who really
reaches a certain stature does that anyway. As a human being realizes that
science is not all of life. It is part of life. It is a very important part of life.
It can give us important access to life, but it is not enough. Life is greater

than science. And that greater aspect is the poetic aspect, is the religious
aspect, and it needs to be added. 1

There is a parallel to this and now I'll go back for a moment to what I
said about the intellectual understanding of the mystic experience. I said 1t
leads to myth. The intellect trics to interpret this encounter with ultim

reality, this sense of belonging, and arrives at myth. There are other peop
who would say it leads to theology. Docs it lead to theology? No. Theoll
stands in the same relationship to myth as science stands to the po
encounter, to the poetic expression of our encounter with nature. And
theology is really something like literary criticism of our poetic myth. It

valid as literary criticism is and it also runs all of the risks that literary ¢
icism runs. We all know that literary critics start out with poetry an
do something very valuable there, but they have the tendency t0 &€
caught up with literary criticism that after a while they no longef
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Jk about poetry. They talk about literary criticism to literary critics. In
~ o much the same way theologians start out with talking about myth and
smately about mystic experience and end up talking with other theolo-
_ans about theology. And that leaves most of us left out in the cold. But
" are, if all goes well, concerned with what really matters, and that is the
«tic experience and not the reflection on it and the reflection on the

So what we need to do to bring back that sense of belonging, to find
<clves back there where we really want to be, is put what we have, our
sology, if you will, our science, if you will, into this larger context of
the mystic context. There is one other aspect that I would like to
re briefly with you, because it also belongs to this. I emphasize mean-
o so much. That these peak moments, these mystic moments are also
ments of meaning. It might be helpful for our discussion to clarify what
mean by meaning and purpose. Because in our everyday language we
confuse these two and that is a very difficult and dangerous confusion.
n something becomes meaningful to us, we must give ourselves to it.
Je must allow it to take hold of us. When it is a matter of purpose, we
take things in hand and control them. So it is a totally different inner
de that we have towards purpose and towards meaning. You know this
your own experience. When you want to achieve a particular purpose
must control things. When does meaning happen to you? When you
yourself to it. When it does something to you. And that meaning
ever it happens has three aspects, and one is, there is something that
5 meaning. It may be a situation, it may be a thing. It may be an
icounter. It may be a landscape. Whatever it is it is something. And we
yof it . . . it speaks to me. It tells me something. That’s why it has mean-
to me. And so the first thing that is always there whenever we talk
t meaning is something that speaks to us. But there is something else.
as we spoke of all that is gushing forth there is that from which it
and that is silence. And there cannot be meaning without silence.
ause there cannot be word without silence.
all know very well the difference between chitchat and real dia-
. And real dialogue is not an exchange of words but is really an
lange of silences, often by means of words and sometimes without
Us. So it’s the silence that is another element of meaning. Without
» Nothing can become meaningful. And then there has to be a third
HENt, and that is understanding. Because you cannot imagine that there is
0tld and there is silence if there is no understanding. Well, if there is no
“Standing again there is no meaning. These three belong together and
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they’re a very mysterious threesome because you have no overarching cqp.
cept of what these three are together. If you have apples and oranges a4
bananas, you have three kinds of fruit. But if you have silence, word, apq
understanding, you have three what? You have no overarching concept here,
you have three worlds. And yet they’re extremely important for us in every
moment in which we find meaning. It is another aspect of this longing 1o
belong. The religious quest of humankind throughout the ages is this quest
for meaning, an exploration following the word, the one most of us qare
familiar with because it is the “word of God.” This ultimate source thar g
no thing gushes forth and we can understand that. It speaks to us. In the
beginning was the word. That’s what the Western traditions have in com.
mon. But there is a whole other world of religion, one of which i
Buddhism. And there silence is as central as the word is to us. "
To take one example; the sermon of Buddha which would correspond
to what we call the Sermon on the Mount in the Christian tradition—
which is lots of words, three chapters of words in Matthew—is a wordless:
sermon. And all that Buddha does is he holds up a flower. How can any-
body prove that they have understood? If they say anything it is obvious
that they have missed it. Because it is about silence. So how should any_.-l_-_
body prove that they have understood; well, one smiles. And Buddhists say. |
at that moment the tradition of Buddhism was passed on from the Buddha
to his successor, who was the one who smiled. And ever since, the traditiorj:{
of Buddhism with all its books and sutras and all the rest has been passed’
on in silence because it’s the silence that counts. And I remember my.
Buddhist teachers whenever we got into any discussion—and they have lots|
to say about Buddhism just like the mystics have lots to say about mysti=
cism—but whenever my Buddhist teacher would get carried away, he
would somewhere in the course of instruction catch himself and say, “Wel_]_;
’ve been talking again. I’ve become a Christian.” And whenever I came:to:
a point where I would have to say, “Well, you know, I can’t explain it any
further. It’s what you call a mystery.” The very word mysery comes from
wu a yen which literally means to shut up. So you can’t say anything. It’s
mystery. So, then, at that moment when it was very tense and I was listen=
ing and trying to catch it all. When I said “It’s a mystery,” he already
knew what was coming and he would relax and he would smile and say, “
understand. I understand.” We had reached the Buddhist realm of th
world religions. And then there is this third realm of understanding, "m
that is this understanding. It is the process by which you give yolll'se]ff,
deeply to the word that the word takes you where it comes from.
word takes you into the silence. All that gushes forth takes you INtOSEY

1
:
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source. The silence comes to our word. That process, that dance, that
movement where it goes from the silence into the word and from the word
Jeads again into the silence, that is understanding. And that is as central to
Hinduism as the word is to the Western traditions and the silence is to
Buddhism. And in Hinduism, the key that would unlock for you the under-
standing of any Hindu word or teaching is, “Atman is Brahman and
Brahman is Atman.” That means that manifest, divine reality is the
unmanifest, and the unmanifest is the manifest. Or the word is the silence
and the silence is the word. Or that which gushes forth before it gushes
forth. The two are one.

And to understand that word is silence and silence is word that is
understanding. But it’s not an understanding somewhere in the head but an
entering into this process. So we have actually that quest for meaning focus-
ing in three different main religious traditions, on three aspects of meaning.
Word, silence, and understanding. And the three are one because you cannot
have the one without the other. In the Western tradition you certainly have
the silence and the understanding because you cannot have word without
them, but they are marginal. And in Buddhism you certainly have word and
understanding, but they are marginal. And in Hinduism the word and
silence are marginal to the understanding. In the Christian tradition these
three elements were of course also recognized as divine. And so you speak of
the /gos which is the word. And you speak of God as the abyss of silence, as
C. S. Lewis says, “God is that abyss of silence into which creatures can
drop down their thoughts forever and ever and never would they hear an
echo coming back.”

And you speak of a spirit of understanding. God’s own self understand-
ing within us. The God who is closer to us than we are to ourselves. We
cannot understand God except through God’s self-understanding. And so all
three are there. And this is what Christians call the triune God and they
speak very early on of the round dance of the trinity. The word comes out
of the silence and through understanding it turns into the silence. And
today, we see this round dance of the trinity because our perspective has
become worldwide. We see it reflected, if you want, in the round dance of
all the great world religions with one another. And we are all engaged in the
same quest for meaning.

But as long as you stand on the outside, and that is one of my favorite
images, as you stand on the outside of this round dance, it will always
appear to you that those closest to you are going in one direction and those
furthest away are going exactly in the opposite direction and there is no way
of verifying this vision until you get in.
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And the moment you hold hands and you move with it it is abggjys,
obvious that we are all going in the same direction. And it doesp’;
any difference where you get in. It doesn’t make any difference,
wherever you are because that’s the only place where you can get .
can’t very well get in at any place where you are not. So wherever you
you get into this dance, and before you know it you see we are al] dap
with one another.
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Barry Lopez is the author of many books and essays, including Areric Dreams, for
which he won the National Book Award for non-fiction. His other works include
Desert Notes; Gicing Birth 1o Thunder; Of IWolves and Men; River Notes; Crossing Open Ground,
Crowr and 1 easel, and The Rediscovery of North dmerica.

Miriam Therese MacGillis, O.P., is a member of the Dominican Sisters of
Caldwell, New Jersey. She is the director of Genesis Farm, a learning center where
people come to search for authentic ways to live in harmony with the natural world
and each other. She coordinates programs exploring the work of Thomas Berry as
he has interpreted the New Cosmology. Sister Miriam has conducted over 800
workshops and seminars internationally.

Joanna Macy is a teacher and an activist in movements for peace and justice.
Thousands of people have participated in her workshops in many countries. She is 2
co-founder of the International Interhelp Network, a global alliance of people from
all walks of life who strive to integrate political, emotional, and spiritual dimen-
sions of the work for peace. She is the author of several books including Despair and
Empazzerment in the Nuwdlear Age and 1 orld as Lover, 11orld as Self.

Peter Matthiessen is one of the world’s leading nature writers. His many books
include: T#e Smor Legpard which won the National Book Award; Baikal—Sacred Sea of
Siberiay Clowd Forest; In the Spirit of Crazy Horse; At Play in the Fields of the Lord; Far Tortuga;
Aftican Silences; The Tree 1 here Aan 1'as Borny and Nine-Headed Dragon River.

Deena Metzger is a novelist, poet, essayist, healer, and educator concerned with
the ecology of the spirit. Her recently published works include: // %ar Dinak T houghs;
Laoking for the Faces of Gady, The 1 omian 1Vko Slept with Men to Tatke the 11 ar our of Them; and
Writing for Your Life: Creativity, Tnagination and Healing.

Joel Monture, Upper Mohawk, Wolf Clan, is a professor of traditional arts at the
Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico. A consultant in Native
American curriculum, Monture is the author of Thke Complere Guide to Traditional Natice
American Beadzrork and is currently completing a history of the northeast Native nations.
He is also the author of a collection of short stories about Native American children.

Thomas Moore, Ph.D., is a writer and psychotherapist living with his family in New
England. A leading lecturer in the area of archetypal psychology, he has specialized in
the interdisciplinary study of religions, psychology, and the arts. His books include:
Rituals of the Inagination; The Planers W ithin; the bestselling Care of the Sonl; and Soul Mares.

John A. Mumay is the author of twelve books including I1d Africa; The Islands and
The Sea; and A Republic of River. He has authored over one hundred articles, essays,
and reviews. He is the director of the graduate professsional writing program at the
Unviersity of Alaska, Fairbanks.
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Ingrid Newkirk is chairperson of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animas
the largest animal rights organization in the United States. She is author of Sy rﬁ;
Awimals! 101 Fasy Things You Can Doy Kids Can Save the Animals! 101 Fasy T hings Ty Dy,
The Compassionate Cook; and Free the Animald The Untold Story of the U.S. Animal Liberarigy
Front and Its Founder, “Valeric”.

David Petersen is the author of Amsmg the E and other books, His essays have
appeared in Northern Lighes, If Uderness, and three anthologies of nature writing,
Petersen edited and introduced Confessions of a Barbarian: The Journals of Fderard Abbey,
His book on the ghost grizzlies of Colorado will be released in 1995,

David Rothenberg is Assistant Professor of Humanities at the New Jersey
Institute of Technology. He translated Arne Naess’ Ecology, Community, and Lifestyle,
and is the author of /s /I Painful to Think? Conversations with Arne Aaess, and the editor
(with Peter Reed) of Ifisdom in the Open dir: The Noravegian Roots of Decp Erology. His
most recent book, Hand’s End, treats of the philosophy of technology. Rothenberg is
also a noted composer and jazz clarinetist, and his recording wabody could explain it is
available on the Accurate label.

John Seed is founder and director of the Rainforest Information Centre in
Australia. He has traveled to many countries lecturing and showing films to raise
awareness of the plight of the rainforests, about which he has also co-produced a
film. He is the co-author (with Joanna Macy, Pat Fleming, and Arne Naess) of
Thhinking Like @ Mountain—Towards a Council of All Beings.

B. D. Sharma, an accomplished mathematician, is one of India’s foremost thinkers
on the subject of sustainable development. A Gandhian by conviction, he has been
working untiringly toward the liberation of the indigenous people of India from the
development trap into which they seem so inexorably to be falling. One of the most
unique and unlikely weapons he uses is, ironically, the Indian Constitution, which
guarantees tribal people the rights they are too often denied.

David Steindl-Rast, 0.S.B., Ph.D., holds degrees from the Vienna Academy of
Fine Arts and the Psychological Institute at the University of Vienna. After years
of training in philosophy, theology, and the 1,500-year-old Benedictine monastic
tradition, Brother David practiced Zen with many Buddhist masters. His books
include: Grarcfirlness, the Heart of Prayer and A Listening Hearr.

Terry Tempest Williams is naturalist-in-residence at the Utah Museum of Natural
History in Salt Lake City. Her first book, Pieces of I hite Shell: A _Journey 1o Navajoland
received the 1984 Southwest Book Award. She is also the author of Coyote’s Canyon;
Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place; and two children’s books.




