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Several years ago, I visited the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia in Ravenna, Italy. Gazing up into the dome of the mausoleum, I saw a simple cross etched onto a shallow, dark blue dome in the midst of stars arranged in concentric circles; it is an image whose diminishing size toward the center gives one the impression of gazing into a heavenly vault. At the time of my visit, I did not realize the significance of this image. But later, reflecting on what I had seen, I came to recognize it for what it was: one of the earliest and most beautiful expressions of the Christian idea of nature. The meaning of the image is clear: the entire cosmos shimmers with the presence of God. Indeed the ultimate meaning of the cosmos is cruciform. For the earliest Christians, this was neither a vague nor abstract idea, but a bedrock principle of faith, an expression of how they experienced God. It arose directly from the conviction that God’s incarnation in the person of Jesus, the Word made flesh (Jn. 1:14), resulted in the sanctification of all matter, the entire cosmos. Irenaeus of Lyons gave expression to this ancient belief this way:  “because [Christ] is Himself the Word of God. . . who in His invisible form pervades us universally in the whole world, and encompasses its length and breadth and height and depth. . . the Son of God was also crucified in these, imprinted in the form of a cross on the universe” (Ladner 1995).


Here in its simplest form, is the ancient and enduring Christian conviction about the meaning of “nature”: that the entire cosmos has been brought into being and is sustained by the enlivening power of God’s Word who also redeems and makes whole all who believe and live in that Word. Christ is the key to the cosmos. It is a beautiful image, rich with theological insight, and with implications for how to live in the physical world with an awareness of its deep goodness and value. Yet, reflecting on this image at the dawn of the twenty first century, in a time of rapidly escalating ecological degradation, also brings with it new and undeniable challenges. Not least of these is the question of whether members of the Christian community are prepared to live as though they believe in the idea of a cosmos brought into being and sustained by the Word of God. 


Too often throughout its history, the Christian community has not taken seriously this elemental aspect of its own faith in Christ. To reflect upon that image in the Galla Placidia, then, means not only opening ourselves in a new way to the cosmological reach of Christian faith. It also means reckoning seriously with our many failures to do so and the effect of these failures upon the world we inhabit. This is perhaps one of the meanings in the present context of that image of the cross floating amidst the stars; its radically ambiguous symbolic language points to the redemptive possibilities inherent in a truly cosmological Christian faith, while also serving as a sober reminder of our endless capacity to destroy and kill. Christians today face the immense challenge of reimagining our faith in terms that will help us cherish and preserve the world.

At the heart of the challenge for contemporary Christians is the need for a serious, critical reexamination of our own spiritual traditions, our spirituality. This will require something more than a narrow, inward-looking examination of conscience; it will also require careful attention on the part of the Christian community to the “signs of the times,” especially the signs of ecological degradation that are contributing to an acute unravelling of the ecological, political, social and spiritual, fabric of our world. Attending to these signs and learning how to respond to them in light of faith is a hugely demanding and complex task. It means coming to terms with intricate relationships that exist between a range of chronic ecological threats such as global warming, deforestation and desertification, massive erosion of topsoil, diminishment of fossil fuels, and growing scarcity of water. It also means reckoning with the relationships between the cultural, social, economic and political dimensions of these ecological threats, understanding for example how our patterns of consumption contribute to ecological degradation and how poverty and social-political and economic instability often occur as a result of it. For contemporary Christians, the work of reflecting on the spiritual significance of these devastating realities is becoming a critical part of the meaning of faith. A continual deepening of our commitment to this work will be necessary, I believe, if the Christian community is to participate in the larger, communal effort to respond to the assault upon the earth. Let me give two examples of the kind of work I have in mind: first, learning to notice and cherish the beauty of the world (or, to put this in more explicitly theological terms, waking up to the world as sacrament); and second, recovering a capacity for contemplative living. 


What is it to notice and cherish the beauty of the world? The image from the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia of the cross floating in the heavens is not merely fraught with theological meaning. It is beautiful. In fact, its theological meaning is intimately bound up with its beauty. Those cobalt blue tiles, the shimmering golden cross, the stars pulsing in the heavens. To encounter this image is not only to recognize the profound truth of the Incarnation—the Word’s presence at the heart of all reality—it is to feel it as part of one’s very being. It is to be drawn out of oneself in a kind of ecstasy of wonder and delight, simply through experiencing oneself as part  of this vast, intricate universe. This experience of the universe in all its radiant beauty is also an experience of God. And it serves as a reminder of the damage that is done when we attempt to honor God while ignoring God’s world. Both end up diminished. Still, this is not the only path open to us. We may yet learn to experience the world sacramentally, to notice that the particular and palpable things of this world have infinite significance. 


It could be almost anything—the clouds, the light shimmering on the surface of a pool of water, bird song. Or trees. Says the poet:


When I am among the trees, 


especially the willows and the honey locust,


equally the beech, the oaks and the pines,


they give off such hints of gladness.

I would almost say they save me, and daily. 




(Mary Oliver, “When I am Among the Trees.”)

We speak of saving the world. But perhaps it is the world that will save us, if we pause long enough to notice and cherish it. 


This will require practice, a recovery of our capacity for contemplative living. Contemplation, in the Christian spiritual tradition, does not refer to an idle, aimless consideration of an idea or thing. It is a way of looking at reality, or more to the point, looking into reality. Above all the reality of God. To practice theoria, which is one of the earliest Greek words used to describe this spiritual experience, involves an intense engagement on the part of the contemplative with the object of his or her gaze. To behold God in this way is to be drawn into a completely involving and reciprocal gaze, whose ultimate outcome is to transform the contemplative into the likeness of the divine. For the early Christian monks, learning to look in this way meant giving oneself over to a gradual process of relinquishment and renunciation—a relinquishment not merely of ‘things’ but above all of the kind of cares and anxieties that keep one enslaved and prevent one from seeing clearly and deeply the meaning and significance of one’s life in God. It also meant learning to slow down enough to savor the gift of the divine life within us--giving onself over to God completely, in the hope that one might eventually learn to behold and be beheld, ultimately. But where do we behold God? And where are we beheld? 


Too often, it seems, we have imagined this enounter as taking place no where in particular. Not in this world certainly. Not in our bodies. Rather, contemplation is conceived of as an ethereal, disembodied experience. Evagrius of Pontus, for example, one of the most brilliant and insightful of the early monastic teachers, suggests that our experience of God at the deepest level of prayer is imageless, beyond any conception or understanding. But such language is deceptive. For while Evagrius does indeed wish to preserve the ultimate mystery of God, he also notes that our encounter with God is often marked by an awareness of beauty. “When the mind has put off the old self and shall put on the one born of grace (cf. Col. 3: 9-10),” says Evagrius, “then it will see its own state in the time of prayer resembling sapphire or the color of heaven; this state scripture calls the place of God that was seen by the elders on Mount Sinai” (Exodus 24: 9-11). (Evagrius, On Thoughts, 39. Trans. Sinkewicz, p. 180). The experience of God in prayer as beautiful, like sapphire or the color of heaven: a remarkable vision of who we are most deeply in God—beautiful, shimmering like the heavens. 


Like that image in the Mausoleum of the Galla Placidia: the cross floating in the blue dome of heaven, radiant among the glowing stars. Here is a reminder of what it is to behold the beauty of God and God’s world in a single gaze. It is a fundamentally simple gesture, mostly borne of paying attention. But it encompasses everything—our own longing, God, the world. And it is absolutely necessary for us, and for the world. As the poet notes:

It doesn’t have to be

the blue iris, it could be 

weeds in a vacant lost, or a few

small stones; just 

pay attention, then patch 

a few words together, and don’t try

to make them eleaborate, this isn’t

a contest but the doorway

into thanks, and a silence in which

another voice may speak.





(Mary Oliver, “Praying”). 

