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This tour is designed to provide a glimpse of the varieties of creation operant  

in the formation of New England.  In four city blocks and approximately  

45 minutes, you will travel through about 700 million years. 

 

Stations of Creation:  An Overview of Creative Processes in Boston’s Back Bay 

Creation is a term which invites consideration of the various means through which our world 

came into being, and continues in its becoming.  We will investigate four aspects of creation, 

which may be described as: 

   via positiva – the experience of gaining 

   via negativa – the experience of losing 

   via creativa – the experience of generating 

   via transformativa – the experience of changing 

 

Prologue:  “In the beginning …” 

While astronomers continue to revise theories of the creation of the universe, we can witness 

tangible evidence of Earth’s creation on our city streets.  Imagine for a moment a cooling pot 

of thick tomato soup, a crust forming over its surface.  In similar fashion, as the Earth cooled 

on coalescing from the Solar Nebula some 4.6 billion years ago, lighter materials rose to form 

the first slips of continental crust.  As heavier materials solidified, these sank to a lower surface 

level than the continental material, forming deep basins which filled with the oceans as water 

condensed over Earth’s surface. 



Station 1:  Mountain Formation (via positiva) 

Before the mountains were born, or you brought forth the earth...from everlasting to everlast-

ing, you are God. —Psalm 90:2 

 

As the heavier, oceanic crust begins pulling apart and sinking under its own weight, our cooled 

“tomato soup” Earth becomes more like a cracked, soft-boiled egg as its surface fragments, 

forming tectonic plates.  Mountainous uplift occurs as continental portions of one plate collide 

with continental portions of another (as in the current uplift of the Himalayas on the collision 

of India and Asia), as plates shift over the still molten (partly melted) underlying rock of 

Earth’s interior regions.  The high temperature and pressure conditions present within such 

continental masses allow for the formation of igneous rocks such as granite. 

 

Starting from Old South Church, cross Dartmouth Street and walk up Boylston to the shop en-

trance at 545 Boylston.  A large pink crystal of the mineral feldspar (about 1” long) may be 

seen just above the fire department standpipe in the end column.  The grey mineral in this rock 

is quartz, the white one is a second type of feldspar, and the darker ones are mica and amphi-

bole.  Together, these constitute granite.  As wind, and glacier erode overlying rock in time, 

granites are eventually exposed, and often quarried.  Much of the granite utilized in New Eng-

land construction comes from the White Mountains of New Hampshire and Maine.  “Mt. 

Waldo Grey,” a granite quarried at Frankfort, Maine, is evident at The New England, built on 

the original site of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology at 501 Boylston.  Excavation pre-

paratory to pouring the foundation for this building uncovered remains of an ancient Native 

American fishweir, used to capture fish in Back Bay over 4000 years ago!  Next door (at 234 

Berkeley) is the brownstone which originally housed the Museum of Natural History. 

 

Station 2:  Boston Brownstones (via negativa) 

At your rebuke [the waters] fled…flowing over the hills, pouring down into the valleys to the 

place appointed for them. --Psalm 104:7-8 

Continuing along Boylston, you will see an attractive variety of pink Granite at 399 Boylston.  

The swan over the entrance of the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union at 356 Boylston 

recalls the original site of the union near the Public Garden’s Swan Pond.  Pause at the Arling-

ton Street Church.  This Church, with several of its beautiful Tiffany windows now protected 

by translucent overlays, is supported by 999 wooden pilings driven into the bay on its filling! 

 

The brownstone utilized as building stone here formed as ancient continental plates slowly 

pulled apart, allowing basins to form and fill with eroded bits of pre-existing rock.  Made pri-

marily of tiny pieces of quartz and mica, the weak clay binding of Connecticut brownstone al-

lowed for its easy quarrying by New England colonists as early as 1640.  Unfortunately, for the 

same reason it is easily cut into blocks, it is not a very durable building stone!  A close look at 

these brownstone blocks reveals the gradual peeling away of the stone over time.  Meeting the 

expense of maintaining building constructed with brownstone can be difficult, as many owners 

of Boston’s 7500 brownstones have learned! 



Back Bay Transition:  From Wetland to Made-land 

 

The original form of Boston was that of a peninsula, the city being connected to surrounding 

land only by the narrow “Boston Neck,” along which Washington Street was laid.  Back (or 

Great) Bay being a low-water mudflat, it was unavailable for colonial settlement.  By the early 

1800’s a suggestion was made that a second road (Beacon St.) to Boston be laid over the Mill 

Dam being built between the Charles River and Back Bay.  By mid-century, it became clear 

that the industrial scheme centered on the Mill Dam was only partly successful, as steam 

power replaced mill power in industrial uses.  Cut off from its natural exchange with the 

Charles River, awash in human refuse and city sewerage, Back Bay had become a human 

health hazard as well.  In 1856, the state undertook to supervise its final filling.  The alphabeti-

cal arrangement of Back Bay’s cross-streets, Arlington, Berkeley, Clarendon, Dartmouth, and 

so on, indicates careful design.  Fill for the bay was transported by train from Needham, sev-

eral of Boston’s original hills (drumlins formed by glacial activity ending about 10,000 years 

ago) having already been used to fill in other native wetlands.  Mt. Vernon was one such hill 

leveled by its owners to fill in lots they then sold along Charles Street.  In thus further distanc-

ing the Boston elite (“Brahmin”) from the inhabitants of “Mt. Whoredom,” as the lower class 

section of the Beacon Hill area was termed, the owners established a pattern followed often in 

Boston residential development. 

 

The earlier filling of the South End by the city had resulted in many of Boston’s wealthier resi-

dents relocating there.  When immigrant families also began moving into the South End, how-

ever, the elite were primed to move once more.  The state acted to encourage upper class set-

tlement in its new “West End” (Back Bay) neighborhood by selling lots along Commonwealth 

Avenue at discount to “gentlemen of distinction,” kindling the desire of other members of Bos-

ton’s elite to relocate there as well, which many did. 

 

 

Station 3:  Ocean Floor Formation (via creativa) 

Have you entered into the springs of the sea, or walked in the recesses of the deep?   

 --Job 38:16 

 

Shale, formed on deep-sea deposition of fine-grained sediments, constitutes the lower facing of 

the Ritz-Carleton Hotel, at the corner of Arlington and Newbury.  Protective coating prevents 

the veins of native copper in the shale from turning green in atmospheric oxygen.  Continue 

down Newbury to Emmanuel Church, on the right.  The chapel at the left end of the church is 

made of limestone, formed by accumulation and consolidation of millions of tiny fossils, rem-

nant shells of ancient sea creatures.  Tragically, the ocean operated in more than one way to 

fashion this chapel, as it was built as a memorial to a young woman who died in the sinking of 

the Lusitania at the outset of World War I. 

 



At 40 Newbury Street is the main attraction on this “station of creation” – the white-streaked, 

deep green serpentinite.  Named for its “serpent-like” appearance, this rock represents the type 

of rock originally formed as ocean floor separates, allowing for underlying magma to rise and 

solidify, thus forming new ocean floor.  On cooling, this rock is altered to serpentinite, as it 

interacts with seawater.  (As oceanic crust is heavier than continental crust, it usually sinks 

back into the earth’s interior, so that one rarely find ocean floor rocks on land; most building 

stone of this type is quarried in Italy.)  You will see more of this stone as you walk back down 

Old South; at 126 Newbury, and at 607 Boylston.  Notice the beautiful red mignatite at 122 

Newbury – this rock appears to have been granite “frozen” in the process of melting, as evi-

denced by its swirl of constituent minerals. 

 

 

Station 4:  Puddingstone!  (via transformativa) 

Now and then a vessel he was making from the clay would be spoilt in his hands, and he would 

remould it into another vessel of his liking.   –Jeremiah 18:4 

 

Early evidence of the collision and pull-apart of Earth’s slowly moving “egg-shell” tectonic 

plates is found along the eastern margin of Quebec, and in New York’s Adirondacks.  Over 1 

billion years old, these peaks formed well before the opening of the ancient “parent” ocean to 

the Atlantic – the Iapetus (named for the father of Atlas in Greek mythology).  When this ear-

lier ocean later began closing, the Taconic mountain-building episode of about 500 million 

years ago resulted in the formation of the Berkshire Hills and the Green Mountains.  By about 

400 million years ago, the closing ocean brought previously distinct continental masses into 

contact, resulting in formation of the White Mountains.  At about the same time, Avalonia, an 

oceanic island chain perhaps not unlike Japan, collided with North America, bringing into 

place coastal portions of present-day Maine, eastern Massachusetts, and Rhode Island, thereby 

completing the essential outline of New England as it now exits. 

 

The “Boston Basin,” a low-lying area bounded by the Blue Hills of the south and the Middle-

sex Fells of the north, outlines the area of the ancient caldera on Avalonia which collapsed 

when volcanic activity ceased 600 million years ago!  (Driving in on Rt. 2 from Arlington al-

lows a good view of the Basin.)  Following the “welding” of Avalonia to  North America, vol-

canism resumed in the Boston area as the Iapetus closed completely around 290 million years 

ago, forming the Appalachians.  Returning to Old South Church, we are now ready to consider 

the formation of the Roxbury Conglomerate, or “puddingstone.”  Fragments of several rock 

types, including pre-existing granitic, volcanic and transformed sedimentary rocks, are gath-

ered in this stone.  One set of investigators exclaims:  “These course sediments could have 

been deposited only by fast-flowing mountain streams that roared down high glacier-capped 

peaks, tumbling along boulders” until they came to rest “on the valley floors,” consolidating to 

form the stone we have today (see Written in Stone in the resource list). 

 

 



Continuing Creation 

We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the 

creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit.  --Romans 8:22-23 

 

One might assume our story of creation in Boston’s Back Bay is now completed.  Creation 

continues, however, in and beyond our own lifetimes, as we continue to act on our environ-

ment.  This creation, Earth, is ours to explore and investigate, to be in awe of and to participate 

in.  It is alive under our feet, part of the biogeochemical system that sustains our lives.  It is 

thus affected by us, as we are by it.  Several opportunities are available for a healthy continua-

tion of our participation in creating and sustaining community life in the Back Bay.  Members 

of organizations such as the Friends of Copley Square and the Back Bay Association concern 

themselves with balancing the various residential, corporate, and governmental interests seek-

ing to influence the nature of Back Bay.  (Such were, for example, involved in setting condi-

tions for the placement of the new ticket kiosk at the edge of Copley Square.)  A focus on the 

effects of human interaction with creation is afforded by groups such as the Massachusetts 

Audubon Society, while the Network for Environmental and Economic Responsibility of the 

United Church of Christ calls each of us to honor the relationship between environmental and 

economic justice. 

 

How else may be assist in God’s work among the people who live, work, play, and pray on 

these streets of ours?  Members of the Housing Concerns Committee of the Old South Church 

serve as advocates for affordable housing.  Concerned citizens, some with homes, some with-

out, also enable operation of the Spare Change program, which sells coupons redeemable for 

food only, which area employees, visitors, and residents may offer to those seeking assistance.  

This same program also publishes a newspaper, written and sold by homeless persons in the 

area. 

 

One creation, many ways of being in it.  May all our ways be healthy, caring, and responsive to 

those we share it with. 

 

Sources and resources for further exploration: 

-Made from Stardust:  Exploring the Place of Human Beings in creation.  Denis Edwards. 

-Elite Families:  Class and Power in Nineteenth-Century Boston.  Betty G. Farrell. 

-Creation Spirituality: Liberating Gifts for the People of the Earth. Matthew Fox 

-Songs from the Alley.  [A compelling portrait of persons living without shelter in Boston] 

 Kathleen Hirsch. 

-Planning the City Upon a Hill:  Boston since 1630.  Lawrence W. Kennedy. 

-Puddingstone, Drumlins, and Ancient Volcanoes:  A Geologic Field Guide   

 Along Historic Trails of Greater Boston.  James W. Skehan, S.J. 

 



Organizations open for participation: 

-Back Bay Association, 224 Clarendon St., Boston, MA 

-Friends of Copley Square, 581 Boylston St., Boston, MA 

-Mass. Audubon Society, South Great Rd., Lincoln, MA 

-Network for Environmental & Economic Responsibility of the United Church of Christ,  

 12 Terrace Ave., Nutley, NY 

-Spare Change, 1151 Massachusetts Ave., Cambridge, MA 

 

 

 

The Old South Church in Boston 

The United Church of Christ 

645 Boylston Street, Boston, MA  02116 

c. 1994 by William B. Jones 

 

 

―For they looked forward to the city that has foundations  

whose architect and builder is God.‖   

—Hebrews 11:10 


