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Thecl*gy R*ns Thrcugh It

Bishop's Columbia River stance pushes church to new

t,

Imagiae, the US and Cauadiaa Ca&otic bishops stating that the watershed
ofthe Cslunrbia River is a "sacramental commons" not just for people but
fcr all creattres: fish, pla*ts, trees and all non-hurnans. In:their recently
rele*sed pastoral letter, the bishops call for a SACRAMENTAL
TINDERSTANDING ofthe watershed andjustice for all of its inhabitants,
and call fsr t:s tc develop a SPIRITUAL RELATIONSHIP TO THE
COLUMBIA RIYSR 

:

Tt{E CCL{IMBIA RMR WATERST{EB: REALITIES AND
POSSIBILITIES: is a reflection prepared by US and Canadian
Catholic bish*ps (The Bishcp ofNelson is the only Canadian Bishop
invalved, alang with Fr. Pat Monetts, a priest of his diocese arrd a member
of the standi*g commiftee) o* tl*e Columbia River region in preparation for
apastoml letter {cotnplete reflectioru is available on the project's Web site:
http:l/www columbiariver.org.) The Pastoral was released to the public
March 1, 2001.

The Columbia River watershed includes twelve hundred rniles of the great
river kncr,vn as the Columbi4 t}te thousands of miles of its tributmies, and
ths 259,8$0 sq*me miles of its extensiye area. The Columbia River begins
in British Columbia, flows in the U.S. fram countless tribxaries in
M*ntana and ldaho, thro@ Washingtou and Oregon, and stretches to the
Pacific Scean" ,

The Pastoral Letter invokes the majesfy of the Columbia River and the
rolnaflce af an area {illed with naf,ural beauty. ",

''' 
Alro the ${romantic environmental, social aud political issues. The Bishops
h*ve corrls t* grips with these issues, issues which include ravaged
riverbanks, decimatnd forests, chemical and nuclear wastes,oozing toward
the river, decline ofthe salma* stocks, related cultural wars among First
Natioas and farmers and a variefy of commercial interests,:clear cut
l*gging, thc watershed kcoming a battleground for competing interest, the
vialatioa ofNorth Americaa *eaty riglrts that promi$e access to the river
and its rsss$rces. These are $om$ of the more important issues tackled in



the Bishop's past*ral. Of special alarm is the pollution from the Hanford
Reserve in trYashingtofl, a buildi*g site for atomic and nuclear and chemical
lveapons since 1ilorld War II and widely regarded as the most polluted site
in thE natiorr. Bishop Willimx Skylstad of Spokane, Washington, who
heads t}le steering committe* for the pastoral lettel states that the cleanup
up casts for the Reserve will be befween $50 and $60 Billiorr dollars.

There me specific propcsals in the pastoral: providing financial support for
farnily farms, developing and adcpting new energy sources to reduce
reliance on water and darns, ensuring justice for the region:s poor,
promotiag responsible forestry practices, and combinins conseryation
practices with restoration pragranls that provide new jobs. '

"}Ye hope &at we can encaurage a civil, collaborative dialogu-e" and "help
pe*ple tc reflect in a spiritual way on the problems of the river and e exert
good stewardship." Skylstad said. "In many cases environmental renewal is
possible." Using the biblical theine of Jubilee Year 2000 - so proclaimed
by Pepe Jsllrl Paul Itr as i* keeprng wi& &e biblical manda{e in Leviticus
25 that calls for periodic redistribr:tion of resources - and describing the
e*rth as a "SACRAMENTAL COMMONS," the letter insists that';respect
for life needs tc included all creati*n".

"This conlmons is not for.hurnans alone," the bishops write. "It is intendsd
by Gad to pravide for all af Gad's sreatures as they me in ecological
relatior.'* If tha right ethieal vision is realized," people wiil recognize the
inherent value of creatioa and the dignity of all living beings as creafures of
Go{" according to the bishops. The Bishops define the ccimmon Good in a
much bra*der sense tha* aay past*ral Ietter has done beforE. Instead of
talking abaut the common good in sccial, legal and political terms, the
bishops use the term to refer to a both people and OTHERTMEMBERS OF
TFIE COMMUIIITY, calling for a sacramental understanding of the
watershed aadjustice for'all *f its iclhabitant*, persoos, aaimals and plants,
and call us ts develop a spiritual relationship with the Rivsr. "'We must
allow tke watershed to speak to us of Gsd and where we ftte as a people
have altered it so as ta silence its teaching, we must restore'its voice." the
bishops unite. r

Bishop Skylstad said at a morning preyer service, "Nature has an integrity
all its o1iln, apfft from human beings." He called for recov_ery of the
"aesthetic, s*cramental and spirit*al appreciation of creatio,tr" and an



integratien "of religious val*es" intc the environmental debate. The new
millermium, Skylstad said is "orre of those crisis moments in human
history...a crossroads in time when we must make critical decision" and
bring "Moral Order: to the "public debats in ecology." l.

Fr. Thomas Berry, perhaps the foremost ecologist in the world today,
describes what he cansiders our Great Work. Each of has p work to do:
teacher, farmer, Icgger, fisherman, housewife, etc. But in,tddition we have
a Great lYorlq which we all must be involved it, and that iS to make the
Transition from our present technological civilization which is having a
disruptive irrfltreace oa t*e world to a civilization that will heye a benign
influsnce, so that the human c*mmunity and &a uatural wqrld can go into
the furure as a single sacred cammunify in a mutually enhancing manner.
\He make &is tansition primarity through experiencing creation as a source
af wander rafher than a ccmrxadity far osr personal use. ;

It seems to me that is exastly wfuat the Canadian and US Bishops have done
and are d*ing in their pastoral letter: they are helpiag us ts view creatio*,
and especially the watershed of ths Columbia River with qsense of
wonder, telling us that all creatures haye rights; that fish hive rights, that
trees have rights, th# the river itself has rights to be respected and fostered
by each ofus. We cannot be ourselves without every other:creafure and
being in t}te universe. The universe is by its very nature puShing for ever
greater diversify, a deeper interiority, trrd a more intimate.commrxrion.
The greatest blessing for any beixg is to be known in its sacred depths by
cvery othsr being. Only this will lead to communion. As Mclean ended
his marvelous memofu, A RIVgn RUNS THROUGH IT, ,:...*d in the end
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