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In the last few months I’ve started to sit in the passenger seat of the Prius while my son drives the car the length of the driveway. He’s been very pleased with himself and this last time, he let me on his thoughts about what it means to be mature.

Each year of your life, you gain a little more experience; you learn what you like to do. You watch adults. You figure out how to do it alone. By the time you’re 18 you know what you want. You know how to get it. And that’s maturity.

It was great to hear him feeling confident. He sounded a little like Aristotle’s idea on the development of self from a tape on the history of Western Philosophy, which I was listening to just then, in the car.

I hoped Will’s definition of maturity…would mature.

When I was in my late twenties I read a little book by a professor at Wellesley College entitled “In a Different Voice.” The author was Carol Gilligan. It continues to transform the field of ethics. Rather than being a based on a system of rules such as those of the Greek philosophers, it’s based on relationships. In the book, there is a discussion of maturity, which came back to me just then. I decided to share it with my son because it illustrates how what we want can change as we grow up. Gilligan documented the reasoning process that a group of teenage girls, a group of college students, and a group of women with children all went through, when making the decision to terminate a pregnancy. She observed that the girls expressed concern about their clothes not fitting that they might not be able to attend a particular party, which they had been looking forward to. Some of the girls were worried about not being able to go out with their friends if they had a baby to take care of. The college students were concerned they wouldn’t be able to finish their studies. They were worried about disappointing their parents. It would be harder to achieve the career goals they’d set for themselves. The women who already had a family had the greatest difficulty with their decision. Some of them had loved being a new mother. They knew they might wonder about this unborn being for the rest of their lives.

But, they had enough experience to understand that every action has consequences. They knew another child would mean greater expense, more work, and less time for the children they already had. They knew that they and their partners were working as hard as they could just to make ends meet. There would be more stress. Stress would affect their moods. It would affect their relationships and affect the well being of every member of the family. Given those circumstances they had made the sad and difficult decision to not have another baby at that point. 

Gilligan was putting forward what is now called ‘The Ethics of Care’ My son understood of the implications of the stories, immediately. It might be more complicated than he had first thought. It might not be all about learning what he wanted and how to get it. You might decide to do something that isn’t what you want just because it’s in other people’s best interests, and to know what’s in their best interests you have to be paying close attention to the effects of your actions on other people so you can think about how to do what’s best for them.

He thought for a few minutes and said why don’t mature people take as much care of the planet as they do about their families? In science, we’ve been studying Homeostasis. It isn’t hard for animals to do what’s best for the whole system. Why does the smartest species have to learn everything from scratch with each new generation? Why don’t we just pass knowledge down through our genes, as instinct?

It was a Great question!

But animals don’t make any decisions. Their lives are controlled by intricate feed-back loops. Every little change in their environment changes something in their lives. For instance…if we have a dry spring, there are fewer insects. It might take a bird more time to get the food it needs.

The eggs may be uncovered a little longer and they might not hatch. It’s cause and effect. It’s ‘self-regulating’ even though there isn’t a self.

That weekend we went to see Avatar. We found the imagery of a cohesive mind in nature, absolutely inspiring. Afterward my son asked, “How do we know the earth doesn’t have a self?

Wouldn’t it be cool if we could merge with animals and know what it feels to have instincts that make us do what’s right for the planet?”

We did a little research on “Free will” and “instinct” and where we are headed as a species we found that there are pessimists and there are optimists:

John Milton, the 17th c. English poet who wrote “Paradise Lost” tells us that God gave man free will. And with it, man made the wrong choice. He chose knowledge instead of rules. And paradise is lost to him forever.

Erich Fromm, the great psychoanalyst, who wrote An Enquiry into the Psychology of Ethics. He writes: “Man must fully develops his human powers until he reaches a new harmony with his fellow man and nature, eliminating greed and egocentricity in the process.” But this would require tremendous self-discipline he was doubtful that were capable of it.

And then there was the French Jesuit Priest, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. who wrote: The Phenomenon of Man. His writing is a treasure of scholarly optimism and spiritually inspiring science.  Trained as a geologist and Paleontologist, he is renowned for his co-discovery 

of the link between primates and homo sapiens. Integrating his scientific scholarship and his spiritual devotion he put forward the hypothesis that there will be a convergence. A convergence of natural instinct with higher consciousness, which he called  “The Omega Point.” It will occur as the result of quote “ the progressive spiritualization in human beings of all the forces contained in the animal world.” 
So, we will in some step-by-step manner, come to see the web of cause and effect which govern all living things, as having such profound spiritual meaning that our definition of our selves as separate individuals will transform, and we will measure our strength by our capacity to detect the whole. That’s a very nice idea, but is that enough to change the species?

Teilhard develops the theory in detail. Simple changes in behavior are the mechanics of evolution. He had studied the transitions from simple celled organisms to highly organized species with greater and greater organizational complexity. He understood cause and effect. He gives this example: “The jaw muscles in a primates are enormously powerful. With a slightly more upright stature, primate’s hands were freed to do the jobs for which they use to have use their jaw. And as their hands become more dexterous it allowed the powerful band of muscle, that wrapped from the jaw around the skull, to relax. The skull bone didn’t have to be so heavy, and that in turn allowed the cranium to expand.”

Teilhard was also a geologist and he knew that stable, compound minerals evolved from the combining of unstable single gases. And that stable, delicately balanced, solar systems evolved from chaotic, colliding masses. He could see that evolution in matter and evolution in living things exhibit the same general trend toward an increasing complexity and greater self-regulation. He first put forward these theories in the 1920s and 30s and they are part of our understanding of the world. But there is one part of de Chardin’s work, the hypothesis that it’s not just physical stuff that evolves, that work was suppressed by the church. But it is the core of what makes his thinking so valuable. He begins with the domain of life within which there are 9 phyla, these are the groups into which all living things can divided. Teilhard believed there was a tenth immaterial phylum, consciousness. He believed it too is evolving in the same way, according to the same rules, as all matter and all living things. From isolated chaos and instability toward greater self-regulation and a balance of the whole. Once human beings came into existence and life passed across the threshold of self-reflection evolution was no longer dependent on the passage of genes, it was not tied to the successive generations. He projected that we would develop a kind of global interconnectedness. One which would raise our awareness of how we impact people and places we know nothing about. We would become enmeshed in the intricate web of cause and effect, the currency of relationships and we would pass through a reasoned response to an instinctual response in which what is best for the whole is what is best for own psyche.

This is just what Carol Gilligan deduced, 80 years later. She observed reasoning that is right on the cusp between the rational and the instinctual. Erich Fromm may be right. It may be that self discipline is inadequate to harnesses our power to eliminate greed and egocentricity. It may be instinct, which is required. We have reached a point at which advancements in technology 

and in communication require that even the most conscientious of us acknowledge that how we are livingis hard on the planet and require even the most benevolent of us to recognize the causal link between our acts of consumption and poverty elsewhere. It’s painful to know. But, we may be witnessing a difficult birth. The birth of an instinct to become custodians of life in which we are drawn together by our intentions. The information we are receiving everyday about the melting ice caps, about corporate policies which lead to mother’s and children’ living on the dump in Guatemala city, at times it’s overwhelming! But that experience may be just the tipping point, the critical increase in awareness of our impact, everywhere.


It does cause discomfort. Perhaps we should not withdraw from this pain, but listen and ask, how are we woven into the fabric of cause and effect? And if we are to take advantage of this great opportunity, if we are to harness our power and be an agent for connection to a larger instinctually responsible consciousness, then perhaps it is time for a daily practice such as the one Thich Nhat Hann proposes. Form the intention to understand how it feels to be the recipient of our words and of our actions. Form words so they water the seeds of human kindness. Form our actions so they demonstrate to ourselves and to others our commitment to an increase in participation in the web of cause and effect with a care for the whole.

We don’t know when this slightly more upright posture might free our minds to be more dexterous and loosen the bands of egotism so that our consciousness may expand to one that can embrace both reason and instinct.

The Omega Point.

Opening Reading

Rainer Maria Rilke From Letters to a Young Poet

letter #6 
Why don't you think of him as the one who is coming, who has been approaching from all eternity, the one who will someday arrive, the ultimate fruit of a tree whose leaves we are? What keeps you from projecting his birth into the ages that are coming into existence, and living your life as a painful and lovely day in the history of a great pregnancy? Don't you see how everything that happens is again and again a beginning, and couldn't it be His beginning, since, in itself, starting is always so beautiful? If he is the most perfect one, must not what is less perfect precede him, so that he can choose himself out of fullness and superabundance? – Must not he be the last one, so that he can include everything in himself, as bees gather honey, so we collect what is sweetest out of all things and build Him. Even with the trivial, with the insignificant (as long as it is done out of love) we begin, with work and with the repose that comes afterward, with a silence or with a small solitary joy, with everything that we do alone, without anyone to join or help us, we start Him whom we will not live to see, just as our ancestors could not live to see us. 

And yet they, who passed away long ago, still exist in us, as predisposition, as burden upon our fate, as murmuring blood, and as gesture that rises up from the depths of time. 

Closing Reading

See a blossom in your mind’s eye

Allow it to fill the interior of your imagination.

Greater perfection of form in

Nature cannot be imagined.

With inward gaze absorb each 

Wonderous fluted petal.

Slide down its humid surface

Until you drop as the dew into

Its velvety core.

Immerse your senses in this safe

Chamber

Such fragile beauty gives impulse to weep

Slowly reverse the journey

As you ascend the shaft toward 

Wider light, turn your 

Imagination around an around

To see its many facets

Stored within is the memory of all flowers

Marvel that this creation, while 

Utterly fragile – yet undaunted,

Bodly buds forth turning

Resolutely toward the sun

We, too shimmer with

Expectation, exuding our own

Illumination, color pulse, and scent.

Vulnerable, still we venture our

Lives courageously toward hope

And light, at once fragile and

Rooted.

~Carolyn S. Owen-Towle

