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September 22, 2008.  In the early dawn hours, as the first light of the first 

day of fall illuminates the horizon, I walk outside of our house to watch as the 

outline of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains becomes tinged in the pink tones that 

give them their name.  Taos Mountain is not the highest peak in the chain, but is 

perhaps the most important.  It rises above the ancient buildings of Taos Pueblo.  

Nestled high in its folds is Blue Lake, the legendary origin place for the Tiwa 

people who have lived along the banks of its river for more than one thousand 

years.  Taos Mountain is off limits to anyone who is not a member of the tribe.  It 

is sacred space. 

Several times a year, the Taos Pueblo community walks the paths up 

Taos Mountain to Blue Lake, retracing the story of their origins.  It is this journey 

to which I refer in my title…a journey that is, for me, metaphorical, since non-

Tiwas cannot make this climb.  My journey, however, is one that also seeks to 

trace origins. 

My wife Gail and I have been a part of Taos for a long time, but have lived 

there full-time for six and a half years.  Before we made this move she told me 

that as a scientist I had learned to live in my head.  “Now,” she said, “you’re 

going to learn to live in your heart.”  And thus began my own climb of Taos 

Mountain. 
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It is at once an intellectual and a spiritual journey.  And, of course, these 

two are not separate.  I say “of course” as though that were self-evident.  Surely 

it is not.  But it seems to be one of the things I have found to be so along the 

way. 

What am I seeking?  Someone in Taos recently asked me to describe my 

“spiritual path.”  My first instinct was to refuse an answer.  Admitting that I have 

something called a “spiritual path” seemed tantamount to calling myself some 

kind of shaman or guru.  I tried to argue that it was too experiential and would be 

meaningless to anyone else.  However, the question was not asked in idle 

conversation.  At the time, I was sitting on a panel to discuss the current 

evangelistic atheist phenomenon in the country…what a colleague had called 

“the God/not God question.”  I had to answer. 

In retrospect it was a good question.  What is this path, this journey on the 

mountain?  Interestingly, a response did take shape.  I am a molecular biologist 

who has turned his attention away from the laboratory and towards the 

underlying philosophical assumptions of the scientific discipline.  I am a Roman 

Catholic and a lay member of the Order of Preachers.  I was drawn into the 

Dominicans by my patron, Aquinas, and thus, within the Dominican community I 

am Marty Hewlett of St. Thomas.  The spiritual path I follow is formed by the 

interaction of my scientific mindset with the Angelic Doctor.  I realize that I am 

seeking the intellectual and spiritual roots of my Catholic faith.  The focus of my 

attention in this search is no less than the central rite of the Church, the 

Eucharistic banquet. 

The task is to generate a coherent understanding of what it means to be a 

human person living in relationship with a transcendent and, in principle, 

unknowable reality.  This effort follows two parallel paths:  one that may yield to a 

combination of scientific and philosophical investigation and the other that 

embraces mystery in an act of faith. 
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A model of the human person that honors both science and philosophy 

requires that I attempt to meld a philosophical tradition that leads back to 

Aquinas with a scientific approach that gives primacy to the material components 

that make us who we are.  “Body and soul” we are told.  But Thomas was never 

a dualist about this, despite what some might argue.  His most cogent arguments 

are laid out in that section of the Summa Theologica that is often called “The 

Treatise On Human Nature.” 

The anthropological model one finds in that work is of a body that is 

“informed” by a soul.  Not separate entities, but intimately related.  In Aristotle’s 

terms, Thomas argues that the soul is the formal cause of the human.  Soul is to 

body as form is to matter; the human soul is that which makes us to be what we 

are, that is, human. 

Interesting, but how does this relate to neuroscientific findings?  How does 

what we call consciousness derive from this? 

There have been two recent approaches to this.  One is to argue from a 

dualist position that soul and body are distinct and interact in some way, perhaps 

through some particular physical organ, such as Descartes case for the pineal 

gland.  This position was popular during the 19th and early 20th centuries.  It has 

now yielded to a materialist monistic approach.  That which is called 

consciousness is equivalent to certain physiological measurable brain states.  

The soul is “out” as an explanatory device.  Even the non-reductive physicalists 

dismiss the soul as passé. 

I follow a third possibility, as suggested by a close reading of Aquinas.  

Suppose that soul is related to body as form is related to substance.  Let me 

suppose, along with Thomas, that the substance we call the human person is the 

body informed by the soul.  How can this relate to a modern scientific picture?  I 

have been exploring two possibilities:  systems biology and quantum mechanics.  

In both of these realms there exists the potential for understanding 

consciousness as an emergent and perhaps non-material consequence of being 
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human.  I will say more about these in discussion.  But that is at the heart of my 

intellectual search. 

What about the other parallel path, the one that relies not on reason but 

faith?  I start from the negative theology of Aquinas.  God is, in principle, not 

knowable by reason alone.  Thus, belief in God is a gift.  Nonetheless, our ability 

to reason leads us to attempt some statements, if only analogously, about what 

God might be like.  Thus Thomas speaks of the Unmoved Mover, or the 

Uncaused Cause.  None of these are meant to be precise descriptions of God. 

After all, God cannot be a cause, even an “uncaused” one, in the world as we 

know it.  This is just an imperfect attempt to say something rather than nothing. 

How do we, and more importantly for this journey, how do I relate to this 

unknowable entity?  One response, of course, would be the deist position; God 

exists and brought everything into being, but has nothing to do with creation in 

any continuing sense, either generally or personally.  While intellectually 

complete in some sense, this is way to sterile for my taste and, in fact, seems to 

run away from the issue.  If whatever God is both permeates and transcends our 

reality, then there would seem to be a need for some ongoing relationship.  

Aquinas speaks of two kinds of creative acts, creatio ex nihilo and creatio 

continua.  “Out of nothing” fits the intellectual God of the deists, but the moment-

to-moment support of all that is seems more appropriate for the God of our 

experiential relationship with the world. 

This brings me to the faith part of my journey.  If God is unknowable, in 

what way can I sense a relationship?  There are certainly many answers to this 

question for all who journey on this path.  My personal answer comes out of the 

Christian tradition of God Incarnate, the humanity of Jesus Christ. 

In His humanity, Jesus shares in the essence of my personhood.  In His 

divinity, Jesus is that Creator who continually opens up the future to me.  In faith 

not reason, this is the link for me. 



 5 

In my Catholic tradition we believe that Jesus left this world with an 

incredible gift, the sacrament of the Eucharist.  For us, the words “This is My 

Body” and “This is My Blood” are literally true.  My Dominican patron Thomas 

was one of those who tried to reason this out for us.  He argued, along with many 

theologians, that the words of consecration resulted in a transubstantiation of the 

bread and wine.  In the Aquinan philosophical tradition, this means a miraculous 

event that changes the substantial form of the two offerings into the substantial 

form of Christ, leaving the accidental appearances of bread and wine unchanged. 

This is a mystery.  I do not mean this in the sense that it is something to 

be solved.  Rather I mean this in the sense that it is unknowable by reason and is 

therefore an article of faith…it is something to be embraced. 

I now have a situation where the two parallel paths may ultimately bend 

and converge.  On the one hand, I have my own personhood, with a human 

consciousness somehow emergent from the soul/body dynamic.  On the other 

hand I have a tangible link to the ineffable in the person of Jesus Christ.  In 

between these two I have the sacrament of the Eucharist as a means for the one 

(my person) to experience the other (Christ).  This now becomes the focus of my 

journey. 

There must be praxis, however.  That is, there must be some way in which 

these scientific, philosophical, and theological reflections are translated in action.  

My own spiritual practice is threefold:  meditation, contemplation, and 

participation. 

I first learned to meditate in the Eastern tradition.  The act of allowing the 

mind to experience a sound or sounds could produce experiential changes and, 

in fact, objective physical signs.  The original technique involved Sanskrit 

mantras used in the mode taught by the Transcendental Meditation movement.  

In recent years I have discovered Christian versions of this practice, using 

mantras such “maranatha.”  I use both techniques today. 
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Contemplation is a word used in any number of ways, some of which 

overlap with what I have called meditation.  For my own practice, I use this word 

more in the Dominican tradition, especially as formulated by St. Thomas.  In this 

sense, contemplation has two objectives.  The first is the focusing of attention on 

a particular object, especially in a prayerful manner.  In my case, the object might 

be a text of scripture, a set of prayers, or even a scientific treatise.  The second is 

the sharing with others of what is gained in contemplation.  Thomas’s statement 

about this has become one of the mottos of the order:  Contemplare et 

contemplata aliis tradere.  For me, this sharing happens not in preaching, per se, 

but rather in my teaching life as a faculty member, and in my writing life as an 

author. 

Finally, there is participation.  With my focus on the Eucharist, this means 

receiving that sacrament as often as possible.  Attendance at Mass is an 

opportunity for all three practices to converge.  For instance, a friend and 

colleague of mine told me a story related to him by a Buddhist monk.  His 

reflection on the Eucharistic celebration was that one should attempt to be 

present for it as if one were there the first time that it was celebrated by Christ 

himself.  I use this as a guide for my participation.  When this works, the 

reception of the sacrament, that is, the eating of the bread and the drinking of the 

wine, takes on a particularly deep dimension. 

So where am I now on my journey up the mountain?  I must admit that this 

report describes an ideal more than the norm.  In truth, it is difficult to live this 

pathway and be present in the world.  At the same time, however, I don’t wish to 

retreat from the world.  The rich immersion in the life of my community, from 

family to global, is both a stimulus to and the object of my spiritual life.  There are 

days when contemplation and meditation take center stage.  And there are 

others when the glorious surge of action takes over.  In the Dominican tradition, I 

embrace both with equal joy. 


