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Thomas Berry on 
the Three Mediations

JOHN NEWTON

To return to the title of this presentation, why three 
mediations? This notion comes from Confucius one of 
Berry’s favourite Chinese thinkers and his triadic view of 
the cosmos involving heaven, the human and the Earth. 
In Confucius’ cosmology, all these aspects are interrelated 
and dependent on one another. They form an essentially 
static view of the universe. What Berry did was to divide 
these three aspects up and order them in a temporal 
sequence to clarify the history of the West since Christ. 
Influenced probably by Vico, he divided this Western 
History into three periods, or mediations. To quote Berry 
“In an earlier period we have been profoundly concerned 
with divine-human relations. In more recent centuries 
we have been concerned with interhuman relations. Our 
future destiny rests even more decisively in our capacity 
for intimacy in our human-Earth relations”. (From his 
book: The Great Work).

In this presentation I intend to go briefly through these 
three mediations to give an overview of Berry’s idea of 
Western History since Christ. But before I do this, I want to 
mention another influence.

Berry was affected by another ancient Chinese philosophy, 
Taoism. In this philosophy the Tao, or Way – a mysterious 
force in the universe, is divided up into two opposing 
elements, the yin and the yang, or negative and positive, 
or the shadow and consciousness according to Jung’s 
interpretation. Berry applied these opposites to all three 
mediations and so there is a movement from one to another 
in time, in respect to each one.

Mediation 1 – human-Divine Relations
The first part of this epoch was dominated by a positive 
vision which included the natural world. In both St. 
John’s Gospel (chapter 1 verses 1-4) and Paul’s letter to the 
Colossians (chapter 1 verses 15-20) there is mention of the 
figure of Christ in relation to the Creation. Both of these 
passages were cited by Teilhard in his rediscovery of the 
Cosmic Christ in the early Twentieth Century – after the 
split between religion and science that occurred from about 
the latter half of the Sixteenth Century. This rejection of 
Nature and the Earth resulted in a movement towards the 
exclusively human and divine. This occurred according to 
Berry in the Fourteenth Century with the advent of the 

Introduction
 Who was Thomas Berry? He was born 
 in 1914 in North Carolina, USA. Named 
William, he spent his early childhood 
there – returning when he was 80 to 
die in 2009. When he was a young man, 
he entered the Passionist Order and 
took the name of Thomas after Thomas 
Aquinas, whose writings he admired.

After completing his doctorate from Catholic University 
with a thesis on Giambattista Vico, he studied in China 
from 1948 to 1949.

On his return to America, he became interested in Teilhard 
de Chardin (1880-1955), and then from 1975 to 1987 Berry 
served as President of the American Teilhard Association.

From Teilhard’s work, Berry drew inspiration for his 
universe story, in particular in relation to evolution. He was 
an outspoken advocate for the environment, he had a vision 
of a flourishing Earth community. He started to publish 
books on this topic after he had retired from teaching when 
he was 65. 

He began teaching in 1956, eventually founding a History 
of Religions programme at Fordham University. But he was 
an anomaly there; he was neither a Jesuit nor a theologian. 
Instead he was trained in Western history and in world 
religions. He also founded the Riverdale Centre for religious 
research along the Hudson River, which he directed from 
1970 to 1995. There he had a substantial library of books 
of the World Religions, many of these in their original 
languages.

It was during the 1970s, that Berry began to be aware of 
ecological problems – and the central nature of this crisis. 
In relation to Teilhard, the latter was more of a scientist; 
Berry, more of a story-teller.

This difference is shown in Berry’s 1978 essay ‘The New 
Story’ which shows the influence of Teilhard but also Berry’s 
own independent thinking regarding the environment 
– especially criticising Teilhard’s over enthusiasm for 
technology, which Berry on the other hand thought was 
diminishing the life of eco-systems, rivers and oceans.
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Black Death between 1347 and 1349, a plague that killed 
off a large percentage of the European population. This 
emphasis on redemption especially around the figure of 
Christ superseded that on creation and caused a wish to 
transcend Nature in the hope of a better afterlife. This was 
a negative aspect of human-divine relations.
 
Mediation 2 – The Interhuman Relation
This epoch, started in about the Fifteenth Century with the 
Renaissance in Italy, was initially a positive one. Focussing 
now on the exclusively human ‘Man is the Measure of All 
Things’ – and Nature an object to be explored and analysed.

If the church was withdrawing from the world into an 
exclusive concern with the divine, the early scientists 
were treating the Earth as a collection of objects and were 
making great strides in understanding the natural world. It 
was now that the great split between religion and science 
started – and the humanities began to flourish with the 
revival of pre-Christian classical culture – the whole globe 
was opened up and explored at this time.

This trend to treat Nature as an object rather than a 
phenomenon of divine revelation reached its climax 
in Descartes’ dualistic philosophy that split the world 
between animate mind and inanimate matter. This started 
the negative phase of this epoch. Humans became isolated 
from Nature and eventually rejected the divine. Berry 
describes this process as a kind of autism.

From the scientific revolution, came the industrial one, 
which today is considered to be sacred in what Berry 
describes as a new kind of fundamentalism. At the heart of 
this world-view is the belief in progress towards a utopian 
vision of well-being for exclusively humans shared by both 
right-wing and left-wing politicians. Instead of a Disney-
like Wonder-world, however we are creating a Wasteland 
in our exploitation of the Earth’s resources.

Also we are in a state of alienation from one another as 
shown by the products of modern culture most notably in 
the famous quote from Sartre “Hell is Other People”.

Mediation 3 – The human-Earth Relation
The Twentieth Century saw the rise of what Berry calls the 
Technozoic era, which for all its considerable achievements, 
represented the negative phase of human-Earth relations. 
This era is still with us although there is an increasing 
awareness of the damaging effect of the technological 
revolution especially in relation to the extinction of many 
species and the damage to the ecosphere. These crimes 
against the planet Berry calls respectively geocide and 
biocide which he regards as just as criminal as homicide 
and genocide. Much of Berry’s work is devoted to the 
description of the effect of humans, especially the West’s 
exploitation of the planet. He writes “To designate human 

plundering of the planet as ‘progress’ is an unbearable 
distortion”.

Fortunately, Berry saw signs of change and an awareness by 
some people of the disastrous course of this process which 
if not stopped, would probably end in the destruction of 
the planet including, of course, the human race.

He put forward many ideas about a positive relation 
between humans and Earth – one of which was the idea that 
instead of continuing with our non-sustainable economic 
system, we should learn from the natural economies which 
are renewable, like the hydrological cycle which he regards 
as a “fantastic engineering feat”. “To draw water up out of 
the seas, to lift it over the continents, to pour it down over 
the countryside, the valley, to nourish the trees, then gather 
it into streams, to nourish the life there and then to flow 
back to the sea, with nutrients for sealife – it is all a vast 
engineering, biological and chemical enterprise”.

Berry asserts that we need to learn from natural phenomena 
like this one in our own ‘world’ – which of course is part of 
the natural world.

Conclusion
Berry emphasised positive human-Earth relations as being 
the way-out of our present dilemma because he was a 
passionate advocate of this last third mediation. He did 
so at the expense of the human-divine, and inter-human 
mediations.

This did not mean that he had forgotten about these, 
just as he remained true to the Confucian origin of these 
mediations. He was an advocate of restoring a sense of the 
divine to the natural world, which would bring about a 
harmony between the three aspects of the cosmos. A return 
to this vision would also bring about an improvement in 
inter-human relations.

All this would be realised in what Berry called the Ecozoic 
era, which he thought was already being fashioned. The 
previous era, designated as Cenozoic, which started with 
animate life on Earth. He wrote “the difference between 
the Cenozoic and the Ecozoic eras is that in the first life 
developed naturally without human interference. In the 
second we are going to be involved in almost everything 
that happens”. This last assertion ties in with the Confucian 
idea, that humans are the heart of the universe as well as its 
intelligence. One cannot do without the other, according 
to Berry. With this positive vision, this brief account of 
aspects of Thomas Berry’s works concludes. 

John Newton is a writer of both words and music who has 
been much influenced by the life and works of Thomas 
Berry.




