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…with Elaine Prevallet, SL 

“ The more I reflect on how all of creation shares in one 
community of life, the more I begin to see the teaching, the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus in a new way as well. “ 

The Nautilus shell, lined with mother-of-pearl, grows into increasingly larger chambers 
throughout its life and so has become a symbol for expansion and renewal. It has 
survived for 450 million years.  



Peace and all good to you! With this new publication, we are 

happy to introduce a series of conversations and interviews, 

which explore the deeper meaning of our General 

Chapter direction: “Generate compassion and hope in 

the community of life.” This conversation is with Elaine 

Prevallet, SL, who writes on the challenge for Christian faith to adapt itself to the 

contemporary cosmological and evolutionary perspective.  

Elaine Prevallet has been a Sister of Loretto for more than 50 years. Her early 

experience as a teacher was followed by a 22-year ministry as 

Director of Knobs Haven Retreat Center at Loretto 

Motherhouse in Nerinx, Kentucky where she currently lives. We 

invite each of you to reflect on this conversation with Sister 

Elaine. We have provided questions at the end of the article for 

reflection and journaling. 

We hope that you visit our website frequently and we invite you 

to join us in our mission to generate compassion and hope in 

the community of life. 

Sister Tiziana Merletti, sfp 

Congregational Minister 

and Council 
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2008 General Chapter Direction Statement 

Elaine Prevallet, SL 

"What you have received as a gift, give as a gift" 
[Blessed Frances Schervier, Foundress, Franciscan Sisters of the Poor] 



 
ome “golden oldies” among us may remember the American folksong,  popular in 

the anti-Vietnam protests of the 60’s, “Where have all the flowers gone?...When will 
we ever learn?” That song has come back to me many times, but now with an even 
broader context and more urgent message.  Now, in the midst of the largest species’ 

extinction in 65 million years, we might 
sing ά²ƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ species ƎƻƴŜΣέ or 
“Where has pure, sparkling-clear water 
gone,” or  “Where have the magnificent 
rainforests, the glaciers, the Polynesian 
islands gone...?”  We could make a long 
litany of new lyric verses.  When we 
confront the consequences of global 
climate change together with increasing 
militarization and nuclear proliferation on 
the planet, we must  realize that Earth 
itself is giving us increasingly drastic cues 
that we humans need to make some big 
changes.  We are trashing this magnificent 
planet. We have reason to take a long, 
probing look at what can only be seen as 
our failure to understand what it means to 

be a responsible human being. But we can choose to change.   
 
When will we learn?  What cues are we missing?  Other life forms existed before we 
did.  They might survive the havoc we create, since they do not depend upon us.  We, 
on the other hand, need them to sustain our lives. Think of it: without trees and green 
growing things we cannot breathe or eat; without drinkable water we cannot live.  We 
ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ άƴŀǘǳǊŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ 
cannot exist apart from the continual sustenance we receive from it.  As one of the 
latest species to appear in the aeons-long trajectory of Earth’s evolution, we carry that 
whole history within our bodies, and even in our psyches.  We are all one community of 

“We are all one community of 
life, and  every species has a 
role to play to enhance the 
ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘΦέ   

S 

What does it mean to be one with the community of life? What are some 

of the ways that we ignore or disrupt the community of life?   
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life, and every species has a role to play to enhance the common good.  But we 
humans have to choose our role and how to fulfill it.  Who do we think we are? 
One of my first really conscious experiences of “community of life” happened in a very 
simple way.  I had, for the first time, some peonies growing in front of my house.  
When they came to bud, I was very upset to see ants swarming over the tightly closed 
surfaces.  I was horrified! I imagined that the ants were going to eat up the flowers 
before they had a chance to bloom.  When I shared my anxiety with friends, they were, 
predictably, amused. As you probably know,  ants are essential to the blossoming of 
peonies, eating off the sticky substance covering the bud so that the flower can open.  

Far from being destructive, the 
ants were playing a crucial role 
in the life cycle of the peonies. 

 
was witnessing a very 

fundamental pattern of 
cooperation in nature.  But I 
had immediately interpreted 
what I saw through the filter of 
competition rather than seeing 
it as it is – a pattern of 
mutuality, of exchange.  I 
ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ Ƙƻǿ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ 
creatures live in relationship 
with their environmental 
companions, each one in its 
niche, contributing its own gift, 
each one receiving the gift of 
the others.  Several species 
may live in the same tree, but 
one will make its home inside 
the bark, one will nest in the 
branches. One bird has a sharp 

beak to open the nut but leaves a lot of leftovers; and sure enough, a different species 

άL ǿŀǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΗ  
Other-than-human species seem to be 
able to live cooperatively together so 
that everyone can survive and even 
ǘƘǊƛǾŜΦ  ²Ƙȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǿŜΚέ 

I  

9ƭŀƛƴŜΣ Ƙƻǿ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέΚ 

Can you give us an example from your lived experience?  
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will be on site to eat them up!  One will get its food in the day time, another will forage 
about in the night.   
 
The more I set myself to notice, the more I saw.  Cow droppings would quickly attract 
dung beetles, who would set to work on its decomposition – getting a good meal for 
themselves, and preparing the offal to enrich the soil.  I read about marine species who 
have “service stations” where they clean up (actually provide dental hygiene) and 
“groom” other species.  A member of one species – say, a dog or an ancient tortoise – 
may take care of – even  nurse – a member of another species.  I was finding 
cooperation everywhere!  Other-than-human species seem to be able to live 
cooperatively together so that everyone can survive and even thrive.  Why can’t we? 

y every breath is a creative exchange with trees and green growing things, and my 
life depends upon that exchange.  I am one very small participant in an enormous 
planetary process of mutual life-giving. But do I  notice it?  Do I thank the trees for 

processing my CO2 and giving me the oxygen my life 
needs? What if I stopped to recognize that every 
member of the “food chain” that I eat is the gift of a 
living species? Our Creator seems to be enlivening a 
process that depends absolutely on sharing ... Nothing 
can exist without sharing its life.  I think about our 
consumer society, and how thoughtlessly we (I) use 
things, accumulate “stuff”  we don’t need, how 
thoughtless and disrespectful we are of the generosity 
of the whole community of life that sustains us.  And 
we are so blinded by our consumptive patterns that, 
as Barbara Kingsolver remarked, in this culture, we do 

not recognize them as a spiritual error, let alone bad manners!  We simply do not see.  
Or maybe more correctly, we see through deceptive filters of domination (humans are 
highest and can do whatever they want with the rest of creation), and filters of 
competition (more is better, and we gain status when we have more than someone 
else.)   

M  

My every breath is a creative exchange. 

How is the community of life mutually life-giving? 
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I thought too about how we fear dying – both 
the kind of dying-to-self that ordinary, daily love 
requires, and the dying that marks a break with 
our lives here on Earth.  We seem to think that 
it is inappropriate for us humans to die – 
ignoring the fact that everything on the planet is 
at every moment giving its life (consciously or 

not) for everything else.  In Annie Dillard’s wonderful image, everything is always either 
nibbling or being nibbled.  Everything.  Including us humans.  If the rest of creation is 
continually participating in my own life process, keeping me alive and healthy, what do 
I give back?  How do I participate in sustaining and enhancing the process?  How do I 
learn to see with new eyes? 

The Baptism of the Christ - by Daniel Bonnell (used with permission)  

Our Creator seems to be 
enlivening a process that 
depends absolutely on 
sharing ...  

How do we begin to see with new eyes?    
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e Earthlings must broaden the 
frame in which we see ourselves!  We 
are  participating in a process of life 
that began aeons ago, moving forward 
to manifest increased capacity for 
loving consciousness and conscious 
love. The more I reflect on how all of 
creation shares in one community of 
life, the more I begin to see the 
teaching, the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus in a new way as 
well.  WŜǎǳǎΣ ŀǎ DƻŘΩǎ ²ƻǊŘ ƛƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
flesh, both teaches and empowers us 
to live consciously and lovingly as 
participants in this on-going spectacle 
ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎΦ  Jesus 

reminds us humans that participating in living also means participating in dying, and 
that this process can be – is intended to be – life-giving, for others as well as for 
ourselves. His teaching alerts us to the neediest among us, to those – of all  species – 
who do not have status or a voice, and tells us that this is our neighbor for whose well-
being we are responsible. His teaching and example inspire us;  the gift of his Spirit 
empowers us to live relationally and caringly with the whole creation. 

 
e humans – and indeed all living beings to some degree – have within us a deep 

instinct for life.  We westerners have 
named it the survival instinct, an 
energy that impels individual members 
of species to get and to do what will 
contribute to the survival of their 
species, and hence to the larger, on-
going process of life. That instinct 
expresses itself in animals and in 
humans in the urge to possess, (as 

squirrels bury acorns against winter hunger), in the innate impulse to relate, also 
expressed in the sexual drive (which preserves the  species’ future), and in the urge to 

 

Jesus reminds us humans that 
participating in living also means 
participating in dying, and that 
this process can be ς is intended 
to be ς life-giving, for others as 
well as for ourselves 

W  

W  
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dominate or control (as in claiming turf).   All three of these instincts serve the on-
going life of the species.   In all living beings these instincts represent the energy of a 
larger Life that is creatively expressing itself in ever new life forms and potentialities.  It 
is important to note, however, that these energies, instinctive in other species, 
become, in humans, conscious – their expression must become a matter of choice.  

They must be 
consciously and lovingly 
placed in the service of 
the larger community of 
life.    
 

 
t is not surprising 

that these same 
instinctive energies are 
the areas traditionally 
cited for focus and 
intentionality by men 
and women who wish to 
consciously dedicate 
them to the well-being 
and enhancement of life 
as a whole. In the 
Christian tradition, we 
have named them as 
vows poverty, celibacy, 
obedience.  Some 
people find themselves 

drawn to gather in community with the intention of helping each other give direction 
to these energies. They want to monitor their sense of security, to live trustingly rather 
than seeking security in accumulating wealth or even accumulating “stuff.”  They want 
to support each other in directing  the connective energies in ways that will enhance 
life for all species. They want to use their personal power not to dominate, but to make 

ά/ƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƛƴƎκǊƛǎƛƴƎ 
process that is Life is our human 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ 

I  

What does this mean for those of us who consecrate their lives to God?   
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their gifts and potentialities available to serve the needs of the rest of the community 
of life – in healing, teaching, peace-making.  It should be clear, however, that these 
energies are the energies of Life – they do not belong to us personally, nor are they  
the particular possession of men and women who call themselves “religious.”  They 

belong to the larger 
life process that 
keeps moving 
forward, keeps 
making new 

connections, and above all,  keeps deepening the bonds, moving into new depths of 
conscious love and communion.  All humans must direct their attention to how they 
express  these energies in their lives. 
 
Given, as we saw earlier, that cooperation is fundamental to the on-going process of 
life, how can we humans learn to participate in such a way that each of our lives makes 
its tiny but irreplaceable contribution to the good of the whole community of life?  In 
every spiritual tradition  attentiveness is a central and essential practice.  We need to 
“walk slowly and bow often,” as Mary Oliver says, to discern the patterns embedded in 
Life’s own processes, so that we can participate with mutuality and exchange rather 
than domination and control. We need to be aware of the subtle movements of our 
own hearts, the mind-games we play, the ways our ego wants to intrude itself into 
even our most generous moments.  We must learn to be attentive. 

 
nd we need to remember the sign of the cross that is central to our Christian 

path.   The cross is not an invitation to suffer as much as we possibly can, as if God 
loves us better when we hurt.  It is, rather, a reminder that everything lives by sharing 
its life, that “dying” – giving of ourselves – is, or can be, life-giving when it is embraced 
by a loving heart.  It is so counter-intuitive! Our immediate instinct is to do everything 
we can to secure ourselves, to enhance our own lives. That’s not a bad thing.  But 
always, then, we have to place ourselves within this wider frame of Earth’s community, 
and God’s revelation to us in Jesus: “Unless the grain of wheat falls into the earth and 
dies, it remains just a single grain.”  By choosing to live cooperatively, consciously  and 
willingly participating in the mutuality and exchange of the Larger life of  which we are 

άLƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ  ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ 
ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ ²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ψǿŀƭƪ 
ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ŀƴŘ ōƻǿ ƻŦǘŜƴ Φ Φ Φ Ω έ 

A 

How is the Cross related to the community of life? 
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one small part, we fulfill the role that is given to us as human.  Conscious participation 
in the dying/rising process that is Life is our human responsibility.  Everything depends 
upon our real-izing this. The survival of life on planet Earth depends on it. 
 

Here are some questions to ponder: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Iƻǿ Řƻ L  ŀǎǎŜǎǎ Ƴȅ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ άƴŜŜŘέ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

of life?  Where do I ground my most fundamental sense of trust? 
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Do I try to use my gifts in ways that are generous and helpful to others? 

Do I monitor my ego-satisfying needs so that I  keep that energy flowing 

in the stream of Love into the world? 
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Elaine Prevallet has written two booklets: In the Service of Life: 
Widening and Deepening Religious Commitment (2002), and 
Making the Shift: Seeing Faith through a New Lens (2006), as well 
as Toward a Spirituality for Global Justice: A Call to Kinship.  All 
books are available at prevbooks@yahoo.com.  


