PART 4 OF “SPIRITUALITY AT HOME”

CONTEMPLATING NATURE

WAYS OF PRAYING
▸ In our previous teaching videos, we explored various ways
of praying that are appropriate and effective forms of daily
prayer:
▸ St Teresa’s way of meditating on Scripture
▸ St Ignatius’ way of meditating on the events of our day
▸ The Anglican way of praying Morning and Evening Prayer
▸ Today we’re going to talk about contemplating nature as a
form of prayer.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF PRAYER
▸ We might not think of meditating on nature as a kind of
prayer, because it’s a little different from our other ways of
praying.
▸ With our other forms of prayer, we set aside a certain
amount of time each day, at a certain time of the day, to
engage in that form of prayer.
▸ But contemplating nature is often something we do “in the
moment” — while we’re going for a walk, while we’re
gardening, or even just when looking out the window!

MINDFULNESS
▸ So, perhaps we can think of
contemplating nature as a
kind of mindfulness: more of
a constant attitude than an
action we sit down to
perform for a limited amount
of time.
▸ It’s more like simply paying
attention to what’s around us.

THE BOOK OF NATURE
▸ The ancient Christians believed that it was not just
beneficial, but actually necessary to contemplate nature.
▸ That’s because they regarded nature as just as important a
revelation of God as the Bible is.
▸ “The two laws — the natural and the written — are of equal
value and equal dignity; both of them reciprocally teach
the same thing, and neither is superior or inferior to the
other.” (St Maximus the Confessor, 580-662)

LETTER AND SPIRIT
▸ The ancient Christians said
that both nature and Scripture
contain “inner meanings” that
reveal God to us.
▸ When we stop to read either
the book of nature or the
book of Scripture, we are
learning to discern these
“inner meanings”.

THE THOUGHTS OF GOD
▸ Another way to talk about these “inner meanings” is to
regard them as the “thoughts” of God.
▸ In order for anything to exist, God had to “think” of it first.
▸ So, everything we see in creation is a “thought” of God:
each creature, each natural substance, each person.
▸ Thus, when we contemplate nature, we are seeing the
eternal “thoughts” of an eternal God, and these “thoughts”
reveal to us something about God himself.

A LITTLE BACKGROUND
▸ Before we talk about how we
contemplate nature, it’s
important to begin with a little
background about what the
ancient Christians believed
about nature.
▸ That is, we need to contemplate
nature through the lens of a
Christian understanding of
God’s creation.

IN THE BEGINNING…
▸ The ancient Christians,
reading the book of Genesis,
understood that God created
the natural world and
everything in it.
▸ It was a world which did not
know death, disease, or decay,
want or suffering, violence or
destruction of any kind. “God
saw that it was good.”

A JOB TO DO
▸ They said that human beings were created by God to play a
very special role in that world: we were placed here as a
kind of bridge between Creator and creation, between
heaven and earth, visible and invisible, spiritual and material.
▸ By living, here on earth, the life of the angels in heaven,
human beings were to unite heaven and earth into one
reality. This was our primordial (original) vocation.
▸ We were to be the means of “divinizing” the whole universe
(making it divine).

A RESPONSIBILITY
▸ Thus, human beings have a unique responsibility for the
earth. It’s a responsibility that no other creature in all of
God’s creation has been given.
▸ The Bible uses the image of a gardener to describe this
responsibility of care for the creation: “The Lord God took
the man He formed and put him in the garden to tend and
keep it.” (Gen 2:15)

FOOD FOR THOUGHT
▸ The ancient Christians said “to tend and keep” meant that “the
human being was a cultivator of immortal plants, that is, the
divine thoughts” (St Gregory of Nazianzus, c. 329-390): the
“inner meanings” of nature that we mentioned earlier.
▸ This means that our original relationship to the creation was to
be one of contemplation, not consumption. Our “food” was not
physical food but spiritual food: the Word of God Himself.
▸ “The food of that blessed life was the bread that came down
from heaven and gave life to the world (John 6:33), just as the
Word says about Himself in the Gospels” (Maximus).

OOPS…
▸ But something went wrong! Rather than “tending and keeping”
(i.e. contemplating the creation), human beings consumed it!
▸ Instead of being nourished by God Himself, the bread of
heaven, they ate what God commanded them not to eat, the
creation itself: “for in the day that you eat of it you shall
die” (Gen 2:17).
▸ “By not wishing to be nourished by the Word, the first man fell
away from divine life, and embarked upon a different kind of life
which engenders death, a life in which he handed over all
creation as food for death” (Maximus).

CAUSE AND EFFECT
▸ The important thing to notice here is that death is not the
punishment for Adam’s act, but simply the effect of it.
▸ “If you eat this, you will die,” is about cause and effect, not crime
and punishment!
▸ Humanity set off a kind of chain reaction that brought death into
the world, creating a ripple effect that extended through the
whole creation and persists to this day. We call this “the Fall”.
▸ “The Fall” changed everything: not only the way creation
functions, but how we relate to it.

GENESIS 3:17-19
▸ And to Adam he said, “Because you have eaten of the tree of
which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the
ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of
your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth to you; and you
shall eat the plants of the field. In the sweat of your face you
shall eat bread till you return to the ground, for out of it you
were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”
▸ Because Adam exchanged the bread of heaven for the bread
of earth, the natural world became a place of struggle and
death.

THE GOOD NEWS
▸ The good news is that God didn’t leave us in the mess we
made!
▸ St Paul says, “sin came into the world through one man
and death through sin” (Rom 5:12), but “as by a man came
death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the
dead” (1 Cor 15:21).
▸ Humanity brought death into the world, but Jesus brings
about the end of all death through his resurrection.

REVELATION 21:1-5
▸ “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth … and I heard a loud
voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling of God is with
men. … He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor
pain any more, for the former things have passed away.’ And he
who sat upon the throne said, ‘Behold, I make all things new.’”
▸ This is not a description simply of “heaven”, but of “a new heaven
and a new earth”.
▸ Jesus brings about the union of heaven and earth that we failed
to effect. In this renewed creation, death has no place.

ROMANS 8:17-24
▸ “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not
worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.
For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of
the sons of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not
of its own will but by the will of him who subjected it in
hope; because the creation itself will be set free from its
bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the
children of God.”
▸ The whole creation, not just humanity, will one day share in
the resurrection, and be delivered from death and decay.

READY TO BEGIN!
▸ So, now we understand that death is not “natural”: it came
into the world “through one man” (Adam) and, one day, it
will come to an end “through one man” (Christ).
▸ We understand that the suffering and death we see in
nature are not God’s choice, but rather the catastrophic
effect of the Fall: our failure to fulfil our primordial vocation
“to tend and keep”.
▸ With this understanding, we can now begin to ask, what
does it mean to contemplate nature?

PAYING ATTENTION
▸ Contemplating nature is a kind of mindfulness, paying
attention to what’s around us.
▸ Noticing what makes a particular creature uniquely what it
is.
▸ Paying attention to what that creature does, and how it
relates to its surroundings.
▸ Being aware that this creature is a “thought” of God.

BUMBLEBEE
▸ This creature is a bumblebee.
▸ She’s fuzzy.
▸ She feeds on the nectar from flowers,
and collects pollen like great big
saddle-bags on either side of her.
▸ She’s a busy bee. Very focused.
Downright goal-oriented.
▸ She’s so focused, she doesn’t even
mind if you tickle her.
▸ This creature is a thought of God.

ROSE-BREASTED GROSBEAK
▸ This creature is a Rose-breasted
Grosbeak.
▸ He has a strawberry bib and a
large beak he uses to crush seeds.
▸ He likes black-oil sunflower seeds
and also enjoys raiding the Oriole
feeder for a bit of jelly.
▸ He is a very sweet singer.
▸ This creature is a thought of God.

KITTY CAT
▸ This creature is a kitty cat.
▸ She’s soft.
▸ She’s fat.
▸ She has long hair, long whiskers,
pointy toenails, and pointy teeth.
▸ She likes to sleep, eat, and sit on
your lap and be brushed.
▸ This creature is a thought of God.

THE WORLD OF THE FALL
▸ Sometimes we will come across things that strike us as beautiful
and good, and we realize that we are beholding a reflection of
God’s own beauty and goodness.
▸ Sometimes we will come across things that seem cruel and
destructive, and we realize that this is not a reflection of God,
but the effect of the Fall: our failure to bring about the union of
heaven and earth, which Jesus then accomplished for us.
▸ We know that each broken creature has a destiny in a world
which is unbroken. What did God’s original “thought” look like?
What will it one day be?

A SAD SIGHT
▸ But sometimes we come across a
sad sight like this. These are the
cocoons of a kind of parasitic wasp
called a Braconid whose larvae
feed on the Horn Worm, and it
slowly dies.
▸ What was the wasp in God’s
original “thought”? What will its
life be like one day, in the new
creation? And how about the
worm? And the tomato plant???

MY, WHAT SHARP TEETH YOU HAVE!
▸ This is a kitty cat with many sharp,
pointy teeth, who clearly enjoys her
lap time and tummy rubs!
▸ With all those teeth, this kitty cat is
well-equipped for mayhem, murder,
and destruction.
▸ But that was not God’s original
intention for the kitty cat. What was
the kitty cat in God’s original
“thought”? What will her life be like
one day, in the new creation? (And
what about the mousie?)

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE CONTEMPLATE NATURE
▸ If we learn to contemplate nature in this way, we’re much less likely
to treat it as something which is there for our convenience, to be
used up, exploited, and thrown away.
▸ We’re also less likely to regard nature as an object, something to
photograph or write poems about, a mere reflection of our own
ideas of beauty, our own emotions and thoughts, rather than God’s.
▸ We’re also less likely to impose our own evaluations on nature,
calling it “savage” or “cruel”. Nature is what it is as a result of the Fall,
which is no one’s responsibility but humanity’s.
▸ We will become less self-absorbed and more God-absorbed.

ST ISAAC OF NINEVEH
▸ This is why the ancient Christians
felt that the contemplation of
nature was an essential part of the
spiritual life, together with the
practice of virtue and the spiritual
disciplines.
▸ St Isaac of Nineveh (c. 613-700)
said that when, we contemplate
nature, we will be changed. We
will develop “a merciful heart”. He
wrote:

A MERCIFUL HEART
▸ “What is a merciful heart? It is a heart which is burning with love for
the whole of creation: for human beings, for birds, for beasts, for
demons — for all of God’s creatures. When such persons recall or
regard these creatures, their eyes are filled with tears. An
overwhelming compassion make their heart grow full, and they cannot
endure to hear or see any kind of suffering, even the smallest pain,
inflicted upon any creature. Therefore, these persons never cease to
pray with tears, for the animals, for the enemies of truth, as well as for
those who do them evil, asking that these may be protected and
receive God’s mercy. They even pray for the reptiles with such great
compassion, which rises endlessly in their heart until they shine again
and are glorious like God.”

TO TEND AND KEEP
▸ Furthermore, when we regard nature as a divine revelation of
the “thoughts” of God, we will also draw much closer to our
original vocation “to tend and keep”, to be “a cultivator of
immortal plants, that is, the divine thoughts”.
▸ Our responsibility towards the creation continues, indeed all the
more so. We dropped the baby, but that doesn’t mean we’re off
the hook! In fact, our job is even more urgent now!
▸ We now inhabit a suffering creation, but we are here to live in
that creation in such a way that honours its divine destiny as a
place of glory: of freedom, peace, life, beauty and goodness.

STOP AND SMELL THE…
▸ So, keep all your senses tuned in to God’s creation as much as you
can, wherever you are!
▸ Listen, look, smell, taste, and feel.
▸ Be mindful of the “inner meanings”, the “divine thoughts” hidden
in each existence, each creature, each person.
▸ Don’t be in such a hurry to get the next thing done, that you fail to
notice what’s around you.
▸ We’ll be that much closer to living the life of the angels right here
on earth.

