
The Jesuit priest poet, Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, penned these lines at the 

end of the nineteenth century, when his 
beloved rural English countryside, that 
world that gave such glory to His God, 
was becoming increasingly beclouded 
under the darkness of industrialization. 

The loss of the beauty of creation, the silencing of 
creation’s voice was often one of Hopkins’ central 
themes in his writings. He went on to write several 
poems capturing this beauty that is our earth and 
especially of its abuse by modernity. His poetry is 
dense with insight and speaks beautifully about the 
dignity of creation and our vocation as stewards. 

The challenge was not for Hop-
kin’s day alone. Contemporary life 
is marked by a remarkable and per-
vasive technology, however one that 
is seemingly built upon a vision of 
nature that is no longer permitted 
to speak of a Creator. How can we 
live in right relationship with God, 
when God’s Word is no longer heard 
in creation? When the Logos is as a 
distant echo amidst the din of mo-
dernity? 

What’s happening in our Catholic 
culture when whole generations of 
the best and brightest seem indiffer-
ent to God’s earth, especially when it 
comes to their food and the agricul-
ture that sustains them? 

 “The time is now for the re-eval-
uation of agriculture,” the Holy Fa-
ther has said at a recent Angelus ad-
dress, “not in some nostalgic sense, 
but as an indispensable resource for 
the future.”2 

Then and Now
Special attention needs to be given 

to the National Catholic Rural Life 
Conference in this regard which for 
over 80 years has worked to bring 
the gospel of Jesus Christ and the 
social teachings of His Church into 
the heart of rural life in the United 
States.3 Among its many accomplish-
ments were a series of catechetical 
efforts including summer vacation 
schools. There were also courses in 
“rural philosophy,” offered by theo-
logians, social scientists, and agri-
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cultural experts, throughout rural 
communities. At its peak, sixty pro-
grams enrolled 1,700 priests, 9,000 
women religious, and 12,000 laity 
in various schools of rural philoso-
phy sponsored by the Conference at 
Catholic colleges and universities. 
And 15,000 participants gathered 
at its annual meeting-- in 1941 – in 
Bismarck, ND.4

But that was then and this is now. 
And despite such persistent efforts 
to raise awareness among the Catho-
lic faithful about the importance of 
agriculture in both its moral and 
social dimension, one has to come to 
terms with what now is perhaps the 
most staggering statistic concerning 
the essential relationship between 
agricultural life and Catholic life as 
it has unfolded in the United States 
in the last 50 years. And it is sim-
ply this: Of the 244 Catholic degree 
granting institutions of higher learn-
ing within the United States, not one 
offers a program of study in Agricul-
ture.

How can this be? How can it be 
that the single, most prominent facet 
of American economic life is absent 
from the arena of Catholic higher 
education? What is it about Catho-
lic education or agriculture today 
that has contributed to this great 
divorce?

I have suggested on several occa-
sions5 that the problem of the gap 
between Catholic social tradition 
and Catholic educational practice is 

rooted in deeper problems of an in-
tellectual sort: namely, the loss of a 
theology of creation, a philosophy of 
nature, which lies at the heart of the 
Church’s social tradition concerning 
the meaning of man and the task of 
agriculture. Agriculture could disap-
pear from the horizon of Catholic 
education, because the philosophy 
of nature that illuminated its impor-
tance had lost its illustrative force.

Aquinas and the 
Agrarian Life

More specifically, it was St. Thom-
as Aquinas’ philosophy of nature, a 
philosophy of creation and the hu-
man person, that provided the fun-
damental context out of which the 
principles of Catholic agrarian life 
had been formed. This was the “ru-
ral philosophy” that fueled Catholic 
social tradition and established the 
intellectual climate in which its so-
cial doctrine was nurtured. 

For Thomas Aquinas argues that 
the native habitat of the human per-
son as an embodied creature is our 
material cosmos of created beings, 
intelligently ordered by God and 
intelligibly grasped by man, a nexus 
of which constitutes the natural 
environment of the human person 
as such. The human person, whose 
dignity lies in his spiritual destiny, is 
nonetheless a creature of the earth, 
an embodied being among embod-
ied beings, whose immortal soul by 
nature transcends material creation 

and yet by grace permeates it with 
eternal significance. 

Thomas argued that the entire 
hierarchy of being, from the lowliest 
creature up to man (and, beyond, to 
angels), is permeated by a Provident 
intelligence that supplies the neces-
sary connections between lower cre-
ation and its grace-filled care. 

Agricultural life, perhaps more 
than any other occupation, unfolds 
within this milieu. The successful 
farmer, who attends to the soil, en-
ters into a relationship with an order 
of creation that is itself already or-
dered and whose wisdom becomes 
his norm. One ignores the order of 
reality at the risk of one’s own peril, 
as the practical wisdom of farming 
must submit to a logos which lies 
hidden in the order of things. 

The well-ordered farm, more im-
portantly the well-ordered farmer, 
reflects the natural law of a pruden-
tial stewardship, not as some lonely 
despot over an untamed wilderness, 
nor as some demagogue over an oth-
erwise meaningless order of nature. 
Rather, the prudent steward partici-
pates in a provident order of reality, 
an imago dei amidst the vestigia. 

Agriculture as a  
Cooperative Art

Agriculture, specifically in this 
view, is understood to be a “coopera-
tive art,” because its tasks are yoked 
to the forces at work in creation 
itself. Like the teacher who guides 
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the desire to know on the part of the 
student, or the doctor who capital-
izes on the desire to live, the prudent 
farmer labors with nature’s creative 
forces and coaxes from the earth 
the fruits she is destined by Provi-
dence to yield. Agriculture, then, is 
a unique human enterprise, for it 
is through this labor, perhaps more 
than any other, that one learns by 
participation of the wisdom of the 
Creator and His ways. 

The natural order becomes our 
wisdom, our norm, because such a 
world reflects the original plan of 
the Creator.  The order of lower cre-
ation, that is, the organic world of 
creatures, animals and plants, is not 
directly implicated in the fall. 

The punishment of original sin, 
the loss of original justice, does not 
directly implicate the lower orders of 
creation, specifically the animals, the 
plants, or inorganic matter. Rather, 
it is our grasp of the wisdom of cre-
ation that is now fleeting and fraught 
with error due to original sin. For 
their part, Aquinas says, “all natural 
things were produced by the Divine 
art, and so may be called God’s 
works of art.”6 

It follows, then, that if it is we 
who are sinful and the creature is 
not, a certain deference to the crea-
ture’s intelligibility would be the 
only prudent measure to take. In 
other words, the foundation for the 
farmer’s dignity, ultimately lies in 
his right relationship, his obedience 
to the original wisdom of creation. 

Because creation is not random, or 
meaningless, or an inert collection of 
parts, we can begin to envision the 
vocation of the farmer as a kind of 
faithful steward – a faithful minister 
in the temple of creation. 

Creation and Goodness
The precautionary principle of 

Catholic social thought would apply 
most forcefully in our treatment of 
lower creation, then, because it is 
our ways, not nature’s ways, which 
are caught up in the drama of sin.7 
Before we propose to modify crea-
tures to suit our expectations, it 
would be wise to consider how our 
own ways of acting may be in need 
of modification. Before we ignore the 
design and purposiveness of living 
things – we might pause to consider 
how our modern biases lend them-
selves to reducing the creature to an 
artifact, and thus the craft of agricul-
ture to simply another industry.

The deliberate, genetic modifica-
tion of a naturally occurring creature 
is not just an exercise in human 
ingenuity; it is a recasting of the 
creature as a mere product of hu-
man making. If unchecked by the 
norms of prudence,8 such practices 
run the risk of deforming creation, 
whose original wisdom is our norm, 
of transforming the creature into 
a “resource” whose value is to be 
merely to be “used.” It is not a ques-
tion of dominion over creation. It is, 
rather, a question of the norms for 
such dominion, norms which are not 

only written in the human heart, but 
written into creation itself from the 
beginning.9

Each of the various creatures, the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church 
says, willed in its own being, reflects 
in its own way a ray of God’s infinite 
wisdom and goodness. Man must 
therefore respect the particular 
goodness of every creature, to avoid 
any disordered use of things which 
would be in contempt of the Creator 
and would bring disastrous conse-
quences for human beings and their 
environment. (CCC 339)

John Paul II tried to address some 
of the very same concerns I’m rais-
ing here, but from a slightly different 
context. In his “theology of the body” 
Blessed John Paul reflected on how 
the body participates in the dignity 
of the human person precisely be-
cause it is created by God. It is the 
body’s natural rhythms of fertility 
that teach us how we ought to con-
duct ourselves in terms of marriage 
and family. The human body can 
teach us such things because the 
human body is created by the same 
God who has created the beautiful 
universe!

John Paul’s theology of the body—
took on the very challenges you and 
I are taking on when it comes to 
agriculture – namely, the defense of 
created nature as manifesting a di-
vine wisdom; creatures are not to be 
treated like machines; creation has a 
purpose and a structure. 
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Endnotes

In Rhythm with  
the World

There’s an incredible convergence 
waiting to happen within the Catho-
lic community itself between those 
who promote the church’s teaching 
on human life, human sexuality and 
those who promote the church’s 
teachings on environmental steward 
ship. Both communities affirm that 
there’s a wisdom to the natural 
rhythms of things, that there’s a wis-
dom to the created order and that 
when we ignore that order we pay 
a price.10 Perhaps agriculture has 
been allowed to escape our attention 
because to be called to account in 
our fields, would mean to be called 
to account in our homes. As Alasdair 
MacIntyre puts it: “We resent our 
nature, and we resent nature in gen-
eral. We struggle against it, and we 
seek ways to triumph over it through 
technology. Ours is a pathological 
ingratitude, a special sort of ingrati-
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Glory be to God for dappled 
things-- 

For skies of couple-colour as a 
brinded cow; 

For rose-moles all in stipple upon 
trout that swim; 

Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; 
finches’ wings; 

Landscape plotted and pieced--
fold, fallow, and plough; 

And all trades, their gear and 
tackle and trim. 

All things counter, original, spare, 
strange; 

Whatever is fickle, freckled (who 
knows how?) 

With swift, slow; sweet, sour; 
adazzle, dim; 

He fathers-forth whose beauty is 
past change: Praise Him.
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tude, because it amounts to being 
resentful of who we are.” (Depen-
dent Rational Animals)

Josef Pieper, the German Thomist 
philosopher, says in his essay, In 
Tune with the World: A Theory of 
Festivity, that all true festivity comes 
down to this: “to live out, for some 
special occasion and in an uncom-
mon manner, the universal assent 
to the world as a whole.” Underlying 
all festive joy, he says, there has to 
be an absolute affirmation extending 
to the world as a whole, to the real-
ity of things and the existence of the 
human person especially; that every 
thing is, is good, and that it is good 
to exist.

It’s about entering the very real, 
poetic world of Father Hopkins 
when he says: 
 


