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Father Thomas Berry was born in
North Carolina in 1914, the third of
thirteen children. He joined the Passionist Order in 1933, after his first
year of college, and he earned a PhD
from Catholic University in 1948, focusing on Giambattista Vico. Berry
studied in China in 1948-1949. He developed a lifelong interest in Asian
religions, later writing Buddhism
(1967) and Religions of India: Hinduism, Yoga, Buddhism (1971).1 In the
United States, Berry taught at a variety
of Roman Catholic universities. At
Fordham (1966-1981), he helped to
create a distinctive religious studies
program, teaching courses in world
religion and cosmic Christianity.
In 1970, Berry founded the Riverdale
Center of Religious Research on the
Hudson River just north of Manhattan.2 The center promoted human
spiritual transformation and reflection
on the mysteries of reality. Berry directed the center from 1970 to 1995.
From 1975 to 1987, he was president of
the American Teilhard Association
and editor of Teilhard Studies.3 Berry
retired to Greensboro, North Carolina
in 1995, living in an apartment above a
former stable owned by his brother Joe
and sister-in-law Jean. He suffered
several strokes and moved to a care
facility in 2008, dying in 2009.
More than a scholar and a priest,
Berry was a “shaman.”4 As a priest and
a scholar, he was trained in theology
and in history, culture, ideas, and religion. He described himself variously,
using terms like “cosmologist,”

“geologian,” and “Earth scholar.” In the
context of Big History, he might best
be described as an “ecotheologian” in
the spirit of Teilhard de Chardin. Berry
promoted ecumenical and interfaith
dialogue over his long life and career,
notably with a deep interest in indigenous spirituality. More famously still,
he promoted the “New Story,” a spiritually inflected creation account, epic
of evolution, or Big History.
“The story of the universe is the
story of the emergence of a galactic
system in which each new level of expression emerges through the urgency
of self-transcendence,” Berry argued in
“The New Story” in 1978. His “gospel”
message was that the “human emerges
not only as an earthling, but also as a
worlding. We bear the universe in our
beings as the universe bears us in its
being. The two have a total presence
to each other and to that deeper mystery out of which both the universe
and ourselves have emerged.”5
Berry retold this “New Story” in
many forms, notably in Dream of the
Earth (1988), The Great Work: Our
Way into the Future (1999), and with
cosmologist Brian Thomas Swimme in
The Universe Story (1992). Swimme
and Mary Evelyn Tucker, in turn, retold it in a book and documentary film
entitled Journey of the Universe (2011).6
Berry’s goal was for people not just to
learn about indigenous cultures, religious traditions, and modern science,
but to learn from them how to live.
This same goal animates Tucker,
Grim, and Angyal’s biography of Berry.
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Readers will learn much about Berry,
but the biography also is written to
encourage readers to learn from Berry’s life and work. It is not a hagiography. Neither is it a work of neutral
or critical scholarship. Rather, it is an
engaging appreciation of Berry by
scholars who were his students and
colleagues. This point should not be
read as negative. It is to honor the
spirit of the book—that readers not
just learn about Berry but learn from
him about how to understand and live
well in the modern world.
Berry defined his calling as closer
to that of a shaman than a scholar or a
priest—“one who entered deeply into
the powers of the universe and Earth
and brought back an integrative vision
for the community,” in Tucker, Grim,
and Angyal’s words. “It was the shamanic dimension of my own psychic
structure that required that I go into
some manner of inner experience with
the natural world,” Berry explained
near the end of his life. “This was not
simply to enter into some form of the
spiritual life but to take on a social
role.”7 That role came in promoting
the New Story and the activism it
called forth.
Tucker, Grim, and Angyal tell
Berry’s life as an arc from an old story
to the New Story. “From his beginnings as a cultural and intellectual
historian”—and his upbringing as a
traditional Roman Catholic—“Berry
became a historian of the Earth.” He
“witnessed in his own lifetime the
emergence of a multicultural planetary

Thomas Berry. Source: Wikipedia
civilization as cultures came in contact
around the globe,” and he wanted to
put this story in “the larger arc of
Earth history and the evolution of the
universe.” Berry “recognized the power
of an evolutionary story to engage humans in the great questions: where
have we come from, how do we belong, why are we here?” Humanity
needed the New Story to meet the
needs of a globalizing humanity transforming not just themselves but the
planet too. Berry believed that such a
transformation was “not only possible
but already emerging.” Tucker, Grim,
and Angyal argue that the possibility
of transformation is “the promise of
Berry’s perspective.” The New Story
“adds fresh energy to what Berry called
the ‘Great Work,’ namely, what each
person and community can contribute
to a flourishing future.”8
Thomas Berry is not structured as
a straightforward biography or a lifeand-times story. The first two-thirds of
the book cover Berry’s formative experiences, the development of his
thought, and the major components of
his career as a teacher, guru, and activist. The last third of the book, in
greater depth, explores both their
sources and their evolution. It includes
chapters on “narratives of time,” Teilhard de Chardin, Confucian thought,
and indigenous traditions.
Nasser Zakariya’s assessment of
“epics of evolution” helps to assess
where Berry’s “New Story” fits with Big
History.9 Zakariya explores the tensions, even contradictions, in how ep-

ics of evolution try to weave together
scientific fact and explanation with a
mythic arc. Like other epics of evolution, Big History blends elements of
modern science with philosophical
and religious assumptions that are
rooted in premodern religious and
cultural traditions. Sometimes the
blending is implicit and intellectual.10
Sometimes it is overtly spiritual or religious in character. In this fashion, Berry’s New Story uses modern science
but is defined by its spirituality, drawing on Judaism and Christianity, other
world religions, and indigenous traditions. The New Story was not materialist, but appealed to primordial experience, mystery, and mysticism. It reflected Berry’s eco-theological interests
and his inter-faith sensibility.
Like many Americans, Berry
viewed Native Americans as the
world’s “first ecologists.”11 One of his
influences was Nicholas Black Elk, a
Lakota healer-shaman and Roman
Catholic catechist. Black Elk lived
closely to the land, especially as a boy
before the American conquest of the
Lakota in the 1870s. He never gave up
his Lakota culture and rituals, but he
converted to Roman Catholicism and
baptized more than four hundred Native Americans. The Church has begun
the process of canonizing Black Elk.12
Black Elk’s life journey was very different than Berry’s, of course, but they
shared an inclination to treat traditions not as mutually exclusive but
cross-pollinating.
What Big Historians will make of
Berry’s New Story depends on whether
they are put off by or value engaging
with mysticism and religious traditions. Berry described himself among
other things as a “cosmologist.” The
term can refer to both scientific and
philosophical or theological accounts,
or a mix of all three. Mythopoetic accounts probably belong in a different,
if overlapping, category (e.g., the account in Genesis 1-3 is a quite different
genre from a systematically developed
cosmology written by a twentieth century theologian). But mythopoetic elements often are woven into epics of
evolution, especially popular ones.
Even if it is not always clear whether
74

such weavings are intellectually coherent, they are appealing to people because they offer scientific reference
points, cultural rituals, and spiritual
and emotional experiences.
Berry’s New Story has been influential among some advocates of Big
History and his ideas have been featured at conferences—notably when
the documentary film Journey of the
Universe was screened at the Big History conference at Dominican University in California in 2014. The conference at Villanova in 2018 included New
Story-style “liturgy” in its opening and
closing sessions—all to some controversy. A conflict between “spiritual
agendas” and “science” has been part
of discussions at Big History conferences in 2014, 2016, and 2018 and in the
pages of Origins and the Journal of Big
History. 13
Perhaps the greatest value of
Thomas Berry: A Biography, then, is
that it can help the International Big
History Association to work through
how to engage both Big History scholarship and New Story-style impulses in
the Big History movement; for Big History is more than an academic discipline. From the start it has aspired to,
in Berry’s words, “the ‘Great Work,’
namely, what each person and community can contribute to a flourishing
future.” The conclusion of David
Christian’s TED talk (2011) and its popularity, attest to the appeal of this
“great work.”
My own view is that Big History’s
value is precisely that it is not just
meant to teach people about history,
but to provide them intellectual tools
to live better as individuals and citizens. It exemplifies the holism of a
liberal arts approach to learning. Academia does not need yet another new
trans-disciplinary movement aspiring
to be a new discipline; it needs public
scholars who bring together science,
politics, historiography, philosophy,
and, yes, religion in compelling ways.
If so, then it is appropriate to explore
the cosmological and eco-spiritual impulses of figures like Berry, both as
something to study and critique and as
something from which to learn.
This biography, the writings of Berry, Swimme, and Tucker, and similar

writings are a way to explore what intellectually engaged writing looks like
that crosses the borders among scholarship, advocacy, spirituality, and popular writing.14 Whether one agrees
with Berry’s ideas, or with Tucker,
Grim, and Angyal’s belief that we have
much to learn from Berry, there is intellectual, moral, spiritual, and political profit in engaging a book like this.
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