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An important philosophical element guiding Manzanita School and Institute is our 
commitment to supporting what the late Thomas Berry called the “New Story,” a 
narrative into which all curricular learning can be framed, and against which all 
experiences and knowledge can be evaluated.  To generate and support this “New Story,” 
students will build a rigorous knowledge of their own past, their evolutionary emergence, 
their tremendous potentials, their nature-based inclinations, appreciating the value of 
connecting to others or their unique status as self-reflective and creative organisms on an 
evolving planet.  In the presence of this knowledge, new stories emerge of who we 
humans are and have always been, and who we can now become as cooperative beings.  
 
We humans are devoted storytellers. At first glance, it may seem that we tell stories 
purely for entertainment, but stories are a critical feature of how me make meaning of our 
lives. In fact, if you consider for a moment our unique capacity for speech and language, 
humans are constantly engaged in the recounting of narrative episodes, the sequencing of 
events, or the detailing of life as a chronology. Communication through language uses 
narrative sequences to convey thoughts from one person to another, no matter how simple 
the dialogue; “Hey, did you hear about the Lakers?” or “It’s looking like it might rain 
out,” or “I can’t believe I ran into you here!” Speaking involves words related to concepts 
that build ideas and communicate thoughts across time. There seems to be a budding 
storyline present in even the most basic speech. As Dr. Patrick Colm Hogan writes in his 
book The Mind and its Stories, “all speech is patterned. Whenever we speak, we try to 
make a coherent statement, present a coherent narrative1” (1997, p. 237). 
 
There are really two kinds of stories –the external ones that we tell orally or read, and the 
unconscious ones which we hold in our minds and which guide and sustain culture. 
According to the late historian Thomas Berry, for any group, “their story of the universe 
and the human role in the universe is their primary source of intelligibility and value2” (p. 
xi). While there have been a series of prevailing stories since the time of the Roman 
Empire, the narrative that has dominated human behavior over the past 250 years 
concerns the notion of human ‘progress.’ In this story, everything about human life is 
imagined to improve as humans advance scientific knowledge and build better machines. 
This is the narrative that has delivered us fully into the age of machines, and, more 
recently the era if computers. In spite of what tangible good this story has given us, our 
collective commitment to scientific progress as ‘improving’ the human condition is now 
widely seen as having jeopardized the viability of our biosphere and the very systems 
critical to sustaining human life. That story is no longer serving us. Berry continues, “the 

                                                
1 Patrick Colm Hogan, “Literary Universals.” 1997 Poetics Today, volume 18, no. 1, pp. 223-249.   
2 Berry, Thomas The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco:  Sierra Club Books, 1988).   
 



 

deepest crisis experienced by any society are those moments of change when the story 
becomes inadequate for meeting the survival demands of the present situation” (p. xi, 
emphasis added). What New Story can we now tell about ourselves so as to move 
humanity forward? 
 
Articulating the “New Story” of human history and culture, and outlining our collective 
movement towards a just and egalitarian future –a process already well underway- is one 
of the principal aims of Manzanita School and Institute. Understanding our New Story 
will require a few things of us. It will be necessary to work with numbers, to embrace 
vast stretches of time through mathematical analogy and symbol. Like someone who has 
suffered a sudden memory loss, we will have to believe that we have buried knowledge 
of times long ago, hidden stories of mythic proportion, a past waiting to be remembered.  
 
Present World is in upheaval, crisis, and transition. Yet there is a new flowering, an 
awakening of human consciousness, empathy, and commitment to benevolence. Our 
species is at a crossroads, and the life path that each of us cultivates today, the direction 
that we choose to take for ourselves at this moment, will have a heightened significance 
beyond what we can imagine, estimate or understand. Part of what makes for this new 
level of human responsibility, what makes it so unprecedented, is that for the first time in 
the history of the earth, a single species (human beings) have gained significant control 
over the very life systems of the planet; a sustainable biosphere for all living things is 
now dependent upon the conscious choices of one species -humans.3 Therefore, our 
responsibility to embrace our calling, discover our genius, and express our gifts of 
healing, has never been greater.  
 
Supporting a “New Story,” involves a conscious decision among adults in today’s world 
to offer youth with an accounting of our human development, both historically and 
ontologically, that will build resilience, hope, engagement, sense of purpose, reverence, 
commitment, and tenacity for the emerging young adult. The “New Story” is based on the 
comprehensive understanding of human origins and potentials, information that has 
become available in the latter half of the 20th Century.   
 

                                                
3The cultural historian Thomas Berry, in a pair of books (The Great Work and The Dream of the Earth), presents a 
provocative model for how human beings might respond to this pivotal moment in history. He poetically describes the 
evolution of life on earth as having coalesced into the creation of a very unusual being (homo sapien) who could now 
use her intelligence and consciousness to direct the fate of the earth. We are the living products of an intelligent earth, 
Berry argues, and it the earth which, through evolutionary design, has now chosen to “control itself through us.” The 
earth, in a bold act of creativity, produced in this latest chapter an animal capable of controlling both its own human 
destiny, as well as the fate of the very biosphere in which it lives. It was as if the Earth said, “My beloved humans, can 
you now awaken to your destiny? Here, I turn over the reins of life to you, at this critical moment of pending 
environmental catastrophe, wrought by your as-yet unrealized spirit, but awaiting that emergence of a higher 
consciousness that is within your reach. Can you awaken?” Berry calls this, aptly, the Dream of the Earth –a dream in 
which the earth has encouraged an act of conscious and deliberate evolution through this empowering of human beings 
to choose either a course of renewed healing and sustainability, or continued exploitation and death. We are at a 
crossroads, and Berry –as well as Korten, Macy, Eisler and others- see this is the most crucial, pivotal moment of 
opportunity in all of human history. We live here together, today. 



 

Today, in industrialized North America, we find ourselves at a transition. We are in need 
of a New Story for our times. The story of “progress” no longer serves us; it has proven 
itself to be unsustainable in light of the destruction it has now wrought upon the very life 
systems of our earth. We know intuitively that it is an inadequate story; Industrial and 
Scientific progress will not solve all the woes of humanity.  This transition to a New 
Story can provoke feelings of fear and instability, but it is fundamentally a story about 
envisioning and embracing an idea about our world and the human place therein which is 
full of promise, whatever the considerable and real challenges we all face socially, 
economically, and environmentally. It is not a fictitious story, but one built upon an 
honest assessment of human history, human potential, and current movements within 
culture. It is a message about human beings that is not just practical and realistic, but also 
hopeful.  
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