
What I Learned 
 
Most of what I learned about the qualities of a meaningful and significant life in the 21st Century came from 
my encounters with Joseph Wesley Mathews (whom we called Joe) and Father Thomas Berry (whom we 
called Thomas).  I worked with both men during the last 15 years of their respective lives.  I worked with Joe 
through my involvement with the Ecumenical Institute and the Institute of Cultural Affairs (ICA) from 1964 
until Joe died in 1977.  When Thomas moved back to Greensboro, North Carolina in 1995, several people in 
this area had opportunities to meet with him in both formal and informal settings until his death in 2009. 
 
In some ways, the two men took similar pathways through the 20th Century.  Both were small children during 
the time of the First World War – Joe was born in October 1911, Thomas in November of 1914.  Both came 
from families with several children – Joe had four siblings; Thomas had twelve.  Both families had strong 
religious foundations (Methodist and Catholic) and more than one of the children in each family followed a 
religious vocation.  Both men went to seminaries in their respective religions and went on to study for 
doctoral degrees.  Both had difficulty getting their original doctoral theses approved because they were too 
broad and overarching in their scope.  Thomas wrote a less grandiose thesis in order to get his degree; Joe 
never completed his degree. 
 
Both Joe and Thomas served as chaplains in the Second World War where they saw the terrible human 
suffering caused by global conflict in the 20th Century.  After their military service, both men had in-depth 
encounters with Asian civilizations.  Thomas spent time in China and studied Indian religions extensively and 
in their original Sanskrit.  Joe’s brother was married to the daughter of missionary to India and traveled with 
Joe across India.  Joe taught courses in India and visited tribal villages in Maharashtra and elsewhere. 
 
Joe and Thomas both heard the call to become a transformative presence in the world and to lead others 
along that path.  Within their Christian traditions, both men came to understand that Jesus played a 
transformative role in shaping history rather than focusing on individual spiritual enlightenment.  Both 
understood that while many of their contemporaries were focusing on personal growth, they were being 
called to active involvement in shaping the future direction of the growth of the Planet. 
 
Joe focused much of his energies on creating practical grassroots demonstrations of human development.  By 
inviting care-filled colleagues to live among the poorest of the poor, Joe helped create methods for both 
sustaining the spiritual well-being of teams of change agents and for ensuring the full participation of local 
citizens and technical experts.  From Joe, I learned how to foster fulfilling community among people of 
diverse perspectives. 
 
Thomas focused much of his energies on creating the stories of cosmological transformation that undergird 
and give significance to the human condition.  By listening to the deep wisdom of traditional cultures and 
formulating a poetic narrative within a modern scientific context, Thomas helped people place the human 
endeavor within a context of an emerging universe.  From Thomas, I learned how to sustain change through 
evoking a story of the wonder of the Planet’s perpetual unfolding. 
 
Both are important.  For details of Joe’s life see “Brother Joe, a 20th Century Apostle” by Bishop James K. 
Mathews, Resurgence Publishing, 2006.  For details of Thomas’ life see “Thomas Berry, a Biography” by Mary 
Evelyn Tucker, John Grim and Andrew Angyal, Columbia University Press, 2019.  For background information 
about the methods of the Institute of Cultural Affairs and how they can be applied in the context of the 
writings of Thomas Berry visit www.icaglobalarchives.org/berry. 
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