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Mission:
Network for Peace
through Dialogue
creates opportunities
for individuals and
groups to engage in
constructive
conversation in an
atmosphere of
openness and mutual
respect.

What are Our Attitudes toward Earth?
Why Should We Care?
Attitudes toward the natural world can vary from the predatory
(“When I think of a tree all I see is a stump with money on top”) to the indifferent (“See one tree and you’ve seen ‘um all”) to the rapturous (“I think that
I shall never see a poem as lovely as a tree”). They matter because they underlie actions that we take, whether we choose to exploit, look away from, or
protect and conserve Earth.
For the last six months in the Network’s Our Common Ground program we have been exploring attitudes toward Earth in Living Room Dialogues and other activities. We started this process with the assumption that
an attitude that Earth exists solely for the use and benefit of humans has led
to immense environmental damage and has put life on the planet in peril.
Hence, nobody who turned up at meetings expressed an attitude like that of
the corporate executive who sees only the monetary value of trees.
What we did find in our dialogues was that some people treasured a
connection with Earth that began in their childhood (“I was like an earth
dauber. I built whole towns out of mud”). Some others took the land around
them for granted growing up and hadn’t taken much notice of it since.
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In one dialogue, when we asked how people related to Earth in their
daily lives, some participants, all city dwellers, spoke of growing plants in
their homes, gazing at the sky out a window to meditate, walking the dog on
a block where residents kept window boxes blooming, enjoying gardening,
buying food at farmers’ markets and bringing food scraps there for composting. Something inside seemed to compel them to keep in touch with the
foundations of life — soil, seeds, and sun — despite their brick and concrete
environment.
A few people made some changes in their lives as a result of these
conversations, reducing or eliminating animal protein in their diets or beginning to save food scraps for composting. In a dialogue about what material
things we felt were essential and what we could do without, many people
talked of reducing the amount of “stuff” they have and cutting back on acquiring more.
In April, we took the conversation to a another level. Clare McBrien,
(Continued on p. 3)
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From the Director
Consciousness raising is what we have been doing for
ourselves and for you since we began the Our Common
Ground project in the Fall with the talk by Sr. Miriam
MacGillis of Genesis Farm at our annual Recognition
Night. Since that time we have had five Living Room
Dialogues and have developed an electronic resource on
our website. See what is there and how you can access
it on p. 5 of this newsletter. We also had an intensive
week with Sr. Clare McBrien. Most of the content in
this newsletter is related to that week. Here I will give a
snapshot of informative interactions during that time.
United Nations, Earth Day – April 22.
Veronica Brand, the NGO delegate of the RSHM Sisters, arranged access for our staff and Clare. We were
very fortunate to attend a session titled “Indigenous
Women and Climate Change.” We have been inspired
by this to seek out Native Americans for dialogues.
Mariandale Retreat and Conference Center,
Ossining, NY
The Dominican nuns at Mariandale are developing a
master plan for the future of the retreat center now that
there are few nuns left there and are exploring a number
of possibilities. They want to build a community that
includes the natural world. First steps are learning more
about organic gardening and permaculture and introducing a hive of bees onto the property. A Land Committee
has arranged for a Native American, a herbalist and shaman, to walk the land and listen to what it has to say.
They believe that indigenous people retain an ability to
communicate with the natural world in ways that most
of us have lost.
La Perla Community Garden, a block long between
114 & 115 Streets, just west of Pleasant Ave.
Frances Amando, a long-time participant in the Network, introduced our group to the La Perla Community
Garden where she grows herbs and vegetables on a
raised bed plot. La Perla is one of 52 community gardens saved by Bette Midler’s New York Restoration
Project in 1999 when the city was going to auction them

LECTURES BY THOMAS BERRY
ARE NOW AVAILABLE ON LOAN.
We are fortunate to have copies on nine
CDs of a series of talks given in 1988 by
Father Thomas Berry, an ecophilosopher and cultural historian. The
talks, entitled “The Human Presence
Within the Earth Community,” can be
obtained on loan for a period of one
month. There is a $15 fee for postage
and handling. If interested, call the Network for Peace office at 212-426- 5818.
One talk by Father Berry is available on
the Electronic Resource page of our website. See p. 5 for directions to the Electronic Resource.
off for development. The gardens are now
managed by the New York Garden Trust.
Morningside Gardens (Morningside Heights
Housing Corporation – 980 apartment units)
Sarah Eggleston and Joan Levine hosted a
meeting for our group at Morningside Gardens, a large housing complex bordering Harlem. It is part of a New York City pilot program to collect organics for composting from
residences. Residents can bring all their food
waste to collection bins, including meat and
dairy, because the food is broken down
through an anaerobic process different from
the one usually associated with composting.
We were familiar with a process in which we
bring our vegetable and fruit scraps to a farmers’ market where they are collected for composting. For that process, no meat, fats or oils
can be included.
— Virginia Dorgan, RSHM

Network for Peace through Dialogue is a 501(c)3 organization and depends on individual contributions. Any contribution you can make in cash, stock, or a bequest will help to further our work. The
address and phone number are on the cover of this newsletter. Thank you.
2

Network for Peace through Dialogue

their devotion? When an opportunity arose for her
to study The New Story of the Universe with
Miriam MacGillis at Genesis Farm, she took it.

Attitudes toward Earth
(Continued from page 1)
a sister of the Religious of the Sacred Heart of
Mary, was invited to meet with us because of her
close connection with the land in southwest Virginia, where she has made her home for the last 35
years. Clare is an artist and an avid gardener who
has developed once-barren land around her home
into a place where one can notice and contemplate
the beauty of Earth.

A transformational moment for her occurred
during a ritual at the farm for the first day of spring.
The group built a snow circle and tapped maple
trees. Before the sap was boiled down for syrup,
the celebrants in the ritual drank sap from a cup.
The ritual brought people closer together and closer
to Earth. It also helped her decide that she wanted to
live in a place with four seasons and mountains surrounding her.

We invited Clare to present her story in two
Living Room Dialogues. She told us that she, along
with three other nuns, went to Appalachia as missionaries 35 years ago where they were to find out
the needs of the people in the area and assist them
however they could. Her first realization was that
the mountains had been raped for lumber and mining. In particular, mountain-top removal had had
devastating effects on the land, water and people,
both economically and emotionally.

When she returned home, she realized that
there was a whole community of plants and animals
around her she knew nothing about and she was part
of that Earth community. Her spirituality grew during that time as she came to appreciate that we are
more than sisters and brothers. In our culture we are
schooled to believe that we are separate from one
another and from Earth, but everything is biologically connected. We’re Earth in the shape of humans.

The nuns settled in an old unfinished farmhouse with desolate land around it. Local people
helped them figure out how to fix up the house and
brought plantings that would grow on the property.
The more she listened to them, the more she became aware of their deep feeling for the land.

She offered a theological point. The Jesuit
Teilhard de Chardin contended that everything in the
universe is governed by four principles — attraction,
connection, complexity and consciousness. Amid
the diversity of the elements in the universe, relationship is everything, all are connected.

She became curious: What was the basis for

—Peggy Ray
Words We (Probably Shouldn’t) Use
“Garbage”: The word suggests something worthless
and even disgusting. Food remains are not garbage;
they can be composted and returned to the soil to
replenish it. Other discarded material can be recycled or re-used. It has been said that humans turn
nature into garbage. Let’s not do it!
“Solid Waste”: Why are we wasting anything?
Earth can’t make use of some stuff that will just sit
in a landfill or float in the oceans forever. As the
saying goes, you can’t throw anything away because
there is no “away.”

Clare McBrien (l) confers with Bette Ann Jasper
at Mariandale Retreat Center.
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Below are two examples of care and concern for Earth that have been expressed
orally in recent Living Room Dialogues. Our friends Jim Torrens, S.J. and Clare
McBrien, RSHM like to express their relationship with Earth through art.
At night I see how beautiful the sky is, so
far away. You wish you could take it.
Clouds are moving. The trees are swaying
like making music. Everybody in New
York is afraid to be outside at night. That’s
too bad.
—Dialogue Participant
I felt a deep connection with the earth from childhood. I was raised by environmentally conscious
parents and grew up eating organic food and food
from farmer’s markets, and playing outside all of the
time. When I went to college, I started learning more
about and becoming more interested in doing selfresearch in the issues of the environment.
One of the things I noticed from my increased
awareness was the dichotomy of my experience living in New York City. People mainly move to New
York for their own self-gain, usually in terms of a
career (just as I did in moving for college), however
by moving to New York people are possibly much
more environmentally friendly then they were before, since they probably take public transportation
and live in smaller spaces. There is a strange disconnect between not being surrounded or physically
close to nature, but generally being more environmentally friendly then those who live surrounded by
nature.
Because of some of my insights into the environmental issue, I have made changes in my life to
benefit the environment. For example, I no longer
eat shrimp for both environmental and human trafficking reasons.

Air
Sister Air, the element
I swim in like a fish,
You fuel my lungs, bless you,
Taking my bad breath back.
This old asthmatic
grew up gasping for you.
He doubles the pillows still
to get more of you.
You need to be see-through,
Air, but we soil you,
and some ruling power
delights in dross.
Mountain air,
air full of angels,
help me breath as deep
as a yogi or diva.
—Jim Torrens, S.J.

Clare McBrien paints in watercolor. For her art is a
“contemplative experience…. I look for the beauty
in a subject. It could be people or a landscape. The
people I work on are often out in nature enjoying it.
Some paintings express a contemporary justice issue
to be pondered.” To see the above work in color, go
to http://www.abingdonartsdepot.org/artist/
member/clare-mcbrien

In terms of our relationship with the earth, we are
harming ourselves, and the earth will continue long
after us. We might just extinguish ourselves.
— Fiona Murray after a Living Room Dialogue
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Learn With Us about Our Common Ground
By Maisha Maliha and Virginia Dorgan
In its website the Network for Peace through Dialogue is now offering an Online Resource Center to anyone who
wants to increase awareness of their relationship to the earth. This is part of our project Our Common Ground.
To find this electronic resource center on your computer go to:
NetworkforPeace.com, click “Topics”, choose “Environmental Concerns” or follow this linkhttp://networkforpeace.com/resources/common_ground/common_ground.html
We will keep on adding more resources to this page, so we recommend that you visit it regularly and take part in our
ongoing learning experience with us.

What is there?
Dialogues and Notes
Skype Dialogues: 15-minute conversations between our staff and individuals with whom we are connected from
around the world. Exploring their concerns for and relationship to Earth is part of our consciousness-raising effort.
So far there have been conversations with staff member Fiona Murray and Zenaida Mique, a colleague from the
Philippines. These Skype Dialogues are recorded and made available to you.
Blogs of the Network for Peace through Dialogue related to the Our Common Ground project
Living Room Dialogue reports of sessions at the Network for Peace in 2015

People and Their Talks
A 45-minute talk by Thomas Berry recorded at Genesis Farm in 1988 and a 2014 paper by Winifred Doherty that
connects root causes for human trafficking to those for environmental degradation

Links to Websites of Related Organizations
Selected Videos Including

Brian Swimme
A 6-minute talk

Man
By Steve Culls
(3.37 min)

“Sustainability in the Garden,” the story of the development of the land
around the home of Sister Clare McBrien. (2.20 min.)
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Behold my [sisters and] brothers, the spring has come;
the earth has received the embraces of the sun and
we shall soon see the results of that love!
Every seed has awakened and so has all animal life.
It is through this mysterious power that we too
have our being, and we therefore yield to our neighbors,
even our animal neighbors, the same right as
ourselves, to inhabit this land.
—Tatanka Yotanka, Sitting Bull
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