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CELEBRATING GOD’S PRESENCE

 THROUGH IMAGES OF 

AIR, EARTH WATER AND FIRE
“The beauty and grandeur of nature touches each one of us. 

                                               From panoramic vistas to the tiniest living form, 

          nature is a constant source of wonder and awe.

It is also a continuing revelation of the divine.”
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops,

Pastoral Letter on the Christian Ecological Imperative

We came into existence when our transcendent God reached into the earth and molded it to shape our being and then in a loving intimate gesture breathed His Sacred Breath into our nostrils stirring us to life.  Immersion into the Waters of Life marks our entrance into the Christian community.  Bread and wine, the fruits of the earth, laid out on the Eucharistic table, nourish us on the journey.  We are inspired and enlivened by the Spirit envisioned as Wind and Fire.
Air, Earth, Water and Fire are integrally woven into the revelatory power of Christianity.  St. Columba, a 6th century Irish abbot and missionary, describes God as “The Lord of the Elements.”  In Celtic spirituality there is a strong joyous affirmation of Creation as the first great sacrament, of the unity that binds together heaven and earth.  Perhaps the most powerful expression of this creation affirming non dualistic world view can be found in the words of St. Patrick’s Breastplate: 

“I arise today
Through the strength of heaven,

Light of the sun,

Splendor of fire,
Speed of lightning,
Swiftness of the wind,

Depth of the sea,

Stability of the earth,

Firmness of the rock.

Here nature is not some inconsequential backdrop to the expression of Christian spirituality, but is intimately incorporated.  It is a view which stands in stark contrast to that of the Greek philosopher Aristotle which ultimately came to shape our Western consciousness and remains firmly entrenched.  According to Aristotle, Heaven and Earth are two worlds separate and apart.  The heavenly world represents the spiritual and the perfect, while the earthly realm embodies the material and the imperfect. 
 As Christians steeped the Aristotelian approach we often find ourselves in the peculiar and heart-wrenching predicament of praying in one world while living in another. (Cannato p.21)  Tragically, there has been a persistent and disempowering tendency to perceive the Christian religion as an escape strategy to safely launch us out of our present home into another more heavenly world out there. 
The Celtic approach faithfully harkens back to an earlier Christian tradition which taught that there are two Sacred Books of Revelation, the Sacred Scriptures and Creation. 

When asked what he would do if he could no longer read the Holy Scriptures, 

St. Anthony, an Egyptian Desert Father of the 3rd century, immediately replied, “My book, Sir Philosopher, is the nature of created things and it is always on hand when I wish to read it.”  (Ward and Wild) 

In the same spirit a more recent monastic hermit, Thomas Merton insisted: 

“How necessary it is for monks to work in the fields, in the rain, in the sun, in the 


mud, in the clay, in the wind: these are our spiritual directors and our novice-


masters.  They form our contemplation. They instill us with virtue.  They make us 
stable as the land we live in.” 

Connecting and praying with the elements is an ancient Christian practice that leads us right back to Jesus. Jesus’ feet were firmly planted on the earth.  We find Jesus outside at the sea shore, in the fields and gardens, by wells and on the mountain tops.
He used concrete earthly images, such as seeds, water, fruit and fire to describe God’s nature and dream. By reclaiming this tradition we are addressing Teilhard de Chardin’s fear that “Unless, it [Christianity} receives a new blood transfusion from matter, Christian spirituality may well lose its vigor and become lost in the clouds.” 

The elements connect us to the heart of the revelatory power of Christianity and at the same time unite us with our brothers and sisters across time and religious traditions who behold in awe and wonder the transcendence in our elemental universe. The elements provide us with a universal sacred language that overcomes differences, boundaries and time to offer us a precious means to enter into communion with others while remaining faithful to our own tradition.  In our search for bridges of peace and understanding among the World’s Religions and even those outside of religious traditions, the elements are an ideal source for meaningful dialogue and unity.    Most astonishingly, as we begin to fully realize that the elements are not just outside of ourselves, but intimately flow through us we find ourselves being called home to our bodies, to our global family, our Mother Earth and our right place in the web of life.  Sadly, we have been gone for a long time.  
In their remarkable pastoral letter of the Christian Ecological Imperative, the Canadian Catholic bishops urge us first and foremost to develop a contemplative stance towards nature.  Our bishops together now with Pope Francis invite us to stop and stand in awe before the beauty of all creation.  The contemplation of the four elements enkindles  within us the desire to cherish and protect creation.  It is the contemplative approach, the bishops assert, that will encourage us and sustain us in our efforts to walk gently on this earth and be more consciously life-enhancing beings.  It is only by transforming our hearts and “becoming the change we want to see in the world.” (Gandhi) that we will be able to contribute to the well being of creation.  
We are presently being challenged to shift our perspective of the earth as a mechanical inanimate object that’s there for our own individual consumption and material profit, to a living breathing being out of which we arose and draw our life – our very breath. We are being prodded to overcome the mistaken and damaging illusion that we are separate and apart from the universe.  For too long we have viewed the universe as something out there separate from ourselves.  

We are fortunate to live in this exciting time of transition and promise.  Today, unbelievably, the scientists have joined their voices with the holy mystics found in all religious traditions who declared that the universe is not just outside of us, it is within us as well. 

The Native Peoples of this land express this profound and astonishing truth brilliantly in their version of the Golden Rule: “We are as much alive as we keep the earth alive.” (Chief Dan George)  Why?  Because we are the earth – the earth made conscious.  We human beings may have made a very recent entrance into the 13.7 billion year Story of the Universe, but as the earth made conscious our role is critical and awesome.

*** Note (Advertisement)  
Sr. Eileen Power CND, Kate Marshall Flaherty and Kathy Murtha have designed a Retreat in response to the Bishops’ urging to adopt a contemplative response to Creation.  The Retreat is entitled “Celebrating God’s Presence Through Images of Air, Earth, Water and Fire.” 
It is an interactive Retreat entailing scripture, symbols, media, poetry, reflection, prayer, ritual, movement, input and contemplative silence.  For the past four years they have facilitated this Retreat across Canada and at Scarboro Missions and various Churches.  It has been offered as a day Retreat for Religious and Catholic Teachers, a six week series for parishes and a weekend Retreat for various groups. 
For more information and booking contact Kathy Murtha at 416-261-7135  ext 215 
kmurtha@scarbormissions.ca 
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