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Advance Praise for The Way of Imagination

“Scott Russell Sanders is an honest man in a time of lies, a wise man in a time of foolishness, a healer in a time of wounds, and a beautiful writer in a time of ugly rants. His new book thus offers both solace and inspiration. Like Loren Eiseley or Rachel Carson, Sanders begins with the natural world and leads readers into the moral world, where wondering love becomes an urgent call to care.”

—KATHLEEN DEAN MOORE, author of Great Tide Rising

“Scott Russell Sanders has written a vital book for this dark moment in history, demonstrating the truth of his insight that ‘imagination keeps us from being trapped in the present arrangement of things.’ His faith in the creative process as a shaping force for good is bracing, and his belief that we are called to love and compassion, notwithstanding the abundant evidence of human folly, is borne out on every page of this illuminating book.”

—CHRISTOPHER MERRILL, author of Self-Portrait with Dogwood

“A new book from Scott Russell Sanders is always a joy, but this one goes beyond. Proving up on his title with every essay, he imagines fresh takes on responsibility for the earth and each other, beauty, meaning, truth, praise, connection, restraint, and reciprocity, all from experience close to home, wrought in his own brilliant, plain language.”

—ROBERT MICHAEL PYLE, author of Nature Matrix

“To read Scott Russell Sanders is to be nourished by a thoughtful mind, a profoundly articulate voice, and a kind soul speaking from the American heartland. These essays praise the good long work of his life, inquiring into the sources of our destructive behaviors and the wellsprings of healing in the imagination. In speaking of both ecological and familial grief, Sanders brings to the fore his deep faith in our capacity to reimagine the human story.”

—ALISON HAWTHORNE DEMING, author of Zoologies
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For every thing that lives is holy, life delights in life . . .

—WILLIAM BLAKE, America: A Prophecy

Old ways of seeing do not change because of evidence; they change because a new language captures the imagination.

—JACK TURNER, The Abstract Wild

I know that this point of view is not terribly fashionable these days, but I think we do have a responsibility, not only to ourselves and to our own time, but to those who are coming after us. (I refuse to believe that no one is coming after us.) And I suppose that this responsibility can only be discharged by dealing as truthfully as we know how with our present fortunes, these present days.

—JAMES BALDWIN,
Nobody Knows My Name:
More Notes of a Native Son
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Living Midnight
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In a dark time, the eye begins to see . . .

—THEODORE ROETHKE

WE ARE IN TROUBLE. BY we, I mean all of us—every tribe, every nation, rich and poor, old and young, human and nonhuman. Every species on Earth is at risk, but only one keeps increasing the danger day by day. Humans are degrading all the systems that support life on this blue planet—the forests and fresh waters, farmlands and grasslands, atmosphere and oceans. Deserts are spreading, glaciers are melting, seas are rising, fisheries are collapsing, storms and floods and wildfires are increasing in frequency and destructiveness. While our own population keeps growing, the populations of our fellow creatures are crashing. The rate and scale of devastation are unprecedented in human history.

You know this, I suspect, even if you do not live in a place where the havoc is obvious. The damage to the natural world caused by our swelling numbers and unbridled appetites has been abundantly documented in books, films, scientific reports, and the daily news. Rather than pile on yet more daunting evidence, in these essays I seek to understand how we stumbled onto this path toward ecological ruin, and how we might change direction. Clearly, we can change direction, because millions of individuals, organizations, and communities, across America and around the world, have chosen a more promising path, embracing conservation and pursuing restoration. Unless you have been scouting around for alternatives to the industrial growth economy, you may not be aware of these hopeful efforts, because the good news about solutions to our planetary crisis tends to be drowned out by the bad news about Earth’s unraveling.

Although diverse in form and subject, these essays are chapters in a single inquiry, for they all address the same core questions: What drives our reckless behavior? How is our violence toward Earth linked to our violence toward one another? How can we curb that violence? How can we begin undoing the damage we have caused? What would a peaceful, sustainable, and just way of life look like, and how might we achieve it? What resources can we draw on—from within ourselves, from our history and culture, and from nature—to aid us in this work? These are the questions that haunt me. Such answers as I offer here are small steps toward a healing vision.
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Each of us is born with the potential to help create such a vision. If you have spent time with a child whose age is still measured in months rather than years, you may have witnessed the emergence of this gift. Suppose you sit on the floor with your young daughter, who has just begun to say the names of familiar things. You balance a toy car on your head, point to it, and say, “See my hat?” The child gives you a puzzled look, then insists, “Car! Car!” Some days later, you repeat the game, and receive the same puzzled look. But after a moment, your daughter grins. “Hat! Hat!” she cries. Within weeks you will be able to draw pictures in the air—of an elephant, say, or a bowl of spaghetti—and she will play along, petting the elephant, slurping noodles.

You might think your child is the world’s brightest toddler, so inventive, so creative, and yet all children possess this amazing power. Visit any playground, any preschool, and listen; you will hear in the young voices the music of invention. They turn monkey bars into mountains, pebbles into jewels, clouds into castles, sticks into magic wands. Give them paper and pencils and they will draw animals, buildings, landscapes, suns and moons and stars, shape after shape, as if fashioning the world anew. Kids explore the universe with ease. While NASA engineers must work years and years to prepare for sending humans to Mars, and billionaires spend lavishly, competing to be the first to make the trip in their private rockets, children zoom to the red planet in cardboard boxes. The youngsters might wear jackets for space suits, baseball caps for helmets, and backpacks for air tanks. When they tire of searching for aliens on Mars, they might climb back into their boxes and zip to another galaxy in search of dragons. In an earlier era, they might have turned their boxes into airplanes to circle the globe or submarines to dive beneath the sea or wagons to cross the Wild West.

We call such childhood fancies make-believe. The term is mildly condescending, as if such mental flights should be left behind along with outgrown shirts and shoes. But the power at work in make-believe is quite as necessary to NASA engineers as it is to kids. Except in grown-ups we call it imagination.

If it were not so common a talent, present in all of us to varying degrees, we would recognize imagination as a superpower rivaling anything dreamed up for comic book heroes. How astonishing, that the mind can envision possibilities not present to eyes, ears, or fingers. How astonishing, that a painter can see shapes and colors on a blank canvas, a composer can hear notes amid silence, a mathematician can formulate equations never before written. How astonishing, that people suffering under tyranny can foresee liberation and survivors living among ruins can lay out a path to recovery.
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Imagination breaks the shell of the status quo, summoning up objects that do not yet exist, actions that no one has yet performed, and wiser ways of living that have yet to be realized. Every tool, invention, work of art, scientific experiment, medical discovery, and social reform begins in the mind as a question, a picture, a hunch. Time and again, bold acts of imagination have given rise to profound shifts in our ethical views and social practices.

Consider the revolution in attitudes toward slavery. The ancient Egyptians kept slaves, and so did the Greeks and Romans, those progenitors of Western civilization. The Bible prescribes rules for the treatment of slaves, but does not question the right of humans to own other humans. Enslaved Africans began arriving in the North American colonies in the seventeenth century, providing labor for plantations, servants for households, and profits for the owners of ships and textile mills. And yet, despite the pervasive economic role of slavery in colonial America, despite its biblical and cultural pedigree, an eighteenth-century Quaker from New Jersey came to see it as an abomination.

The man was John Woolman, a tailor and shopkeeper. In Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes, an essay published in two parts in 1754 and 1762, he challenges the racist rationale that was commonly used to justify slavery: “Placing on Men the ignominious Title SLAVE, dressing them in uncomely Garments, keeping them to servile Labour, in which they are often dirty, tends gradually to fix a Notion in the Mind, that they are a Sort of People below us in Nature, and leads us to consider them as such in all our Conclusions about them.” Woolman sought to dispel such “Conclusions” about the inferiority of enslaved Africans by inviting his readers to imagine changing places with them:


Suppose, then, that our Ancestors and we had been exposed to constant Servitude in the more servile and inferior Employments of Life; that we had been destitute of the Help of Reading and good Company; that amongst ourselves we had had few wise and pious Instructors; that the Religious amongst our Superiors seldom took Notice of us; that while others, in Ease, have plentifully heap’d up the Fruit of our Labour, we had receiv’d barely enough to relieve Nature, and being wholly at the Command of others, had generally been treated as a contemptible, ignorant Part of Mankind; Should we, in that Case, be less abject than they now are?



With that opening word, “suppose,” Woolman prompts us to do what children do when they say, “Let’s pretend.” Only instead of taking on some admired role, as a child does in playing astronaut or dancer, we sense how it might feel to be a slave. I write sense instead of know, because a free person cannot fully comprehend the misery of a prisoner. Still, even a partial identification can stir us into sympathy with the suffering of others, and that is the foundation of an ethical life.

I am aware that slavery persists today, chiefly in poor Asian countries and in dictatorships such as China and North Korea, and I am also aware that slavery’s bitter legacy, racism, still blights America. But now both slavery and racism are widely denounced and vigorously resisted, thanks in part to a visionary tailor who could see beyond the horizons of his time and place. “The Colour of a Man avails nothing, in Matters of Right and Equity,” Woolman wrote, a radical assertion that foreshadowed the most potent line in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” There is nothing self-evident about human equality; it cannot be observed, only imagined.

Woolman’s subversive essay also foreshadowed one of the most potent speeches in American history, the one in which Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. proclaimed, “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” Although we are far from realizing this dream, the ideal of human equality provides us with a goal to strive for and a standard by which to measure our progress.

This ideal was very much on the minds of Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, and several hundred others who gathered in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848, to debate a manifesto demanding rights for women equal to those enjoyed by men, including the right to vote. In doing so, they were defying cultural assumptions more ancient even than the prejudices that justified slavery. The convention published a “Declaration of Sentiments,” signed by sixty-eight women and thirty-two men, which presents a feminist makeover of the 1776 Declaration:


When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course. We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal.



The final sentence marked a decisive break with inherited views, an assertion of gender equality without historical precedent. Indeed, the “Declaration of Sentiments” goes on to observe: “The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world.”

There follows a list of grievances, as in the Declaration of Independence, only in this case directed not against the British king and Parliament, but against man, the male of the species. Here is a sampling:


He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men—both natives and foreigners . . .

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead . . .

He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life . . .

He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society are not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man . . .

In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.



I place the last of these grievances out of sequence in order to note how it draws a clear analogy between women’s lowly status and that of slaves, a parallel very much on the minds of those who met in Seneca Falls, many of whom, notably including Frederick Douglass, were devoted abolitionists.

Like the battle for racial justice, the battle for gender equality continues, but what seemed a radical idea in 1848 now seems common sense, at least in Western nations. Outside of a few patriarchal religious traditions, no person of influence in America today, whatever their private views might be, would deny that women deserve the same rights and opportunities as men. Nor would anyone publicly defend the practice of slavery. The point of this excursion into history is to suggest that the ideal of human equality arose not from observing an existing social order but from imagining a better one. The same is true of other advances in ethical and ecological understanding, such as shifting attitudes toward birth control, gay marriage, sexual orientation, the role of predators, the rights of animals, and the place of humans in the web of life.
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One can read detailed accounts of the abolitionist and feminist movements, complete with names and dates and pivotal events. But most enhancements of human knowledge and well-being result from acts of imagination never recorded in history books. Who gave us the spoon? the wheel? numbers? writing? singing? herbal remedies? the recipe for sourdough bread? the idea of democratic government? the Golden Rule? Who gave us the words I am using on this page or the tens of thousands of words stored in your brain? How many unpatented inventions are embodied in the device on which I am typing, in the clock I consult as the morning unfolds, in the clothes I wear, in the dictionary at my elbow, in the house that surrounds me, in the rights that I enjoy as a citizen? Each of us is born into a world enriched by countless gifts of imagination, mostly anonymous, and each of us has the capacity to add, in however modest a degree, to that shared wealth.

Gifts of imagination continue to flow wherever humans gather. I think of people in my own community who first envisioned and then created shelters for the homeless, food pantries for the hungry, transitional housing for abused women, a free medical clinic for people lacking health insurance, a land trust to protect natural areas, a science museum for children, a theater company, a public orchard, alternative schools, hiking and biking trails, literacy programs, a natural foods co-op, a solar power initiative, and other enrichments of our shared life. Surely you could draw up a list of examples from your own community.

Granted, imagination may serve malicious ends, as in financial scams, criminal plots, drug dealing, deceitful advertising, polluting industries, weapons manufacturing, and war. Every day’s news brings stories of ingenious schemes designed to manipulate people and exploit Earth. As with any human faculty, imagination can be corrupted by selfishness, fear, greed, or the craving for power. But when guided by generosity and compassion, imagination can lead us toward a life that’s worthy of our potential as reasoning, caring, and moral creatures. It can show us how to live together in peace, and in harmony with our marvelous planet.
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I write these lines in late December, the darkest time of year for those of us who live north of the equator. Soon the axis of the spinning Earth will tilt our hemisphere back toward the sun, and the length of light will increase day by day. At present, however, I must contend with both outward and inward darkness. My wife suffers from a neurodegenerative disease, my son from stage-four cancer, my own body from the wear and tear of seven decades. My country is currently ruled by an ignorant, cruel, self-obsessed tyrant, who has surrounded himself with plutocrats intent on piling up yet more money. His every action undoes some good that previous generations struggled to achieve. Global corporations more powerful than all but a handful of nations pursue profit at the expense of people and planet. Refugees flee wars and environmental disasters in record numbers. Greenhouse emissions continue to rise, in the United States and globally. The climate is becoming more and more unruly. Living creatures are vanishing at an accelerating pace. Even when spring arrives with the return of light, there will be fewer butterflies, fewer frogs calling, a thinner chorus of birds.

Yet I do not despair. The reasons why will appear in the essays that follow. For now, let me close with an illustration of the creative power I have been calling imagination, this time drawn from nature rather than history. A month ago, after the first hard frost, I pruned bushes in our yard, including a type of native dogwood called red osier, which produces cinnamon-colored shoots, or canes, in each year’s new growth. I cut foot-long sections from several canes, stuck them upright in a dirt-filled flowerpot, and kept them watered. Today, they are sprouting dozens of mint-green leaves, and they are also sprouting roots, as I know from having made cuttings in previous years. In spring, I will transplant them to the yard, where, given favorable weather, they should flourish.

This ability to produce new growth from dormant buds is an evolved trait that allows woody plants to recover from the effects of browsing, wind damage, and fire. Our own bodies possess the ability to self-heal, as we know from the way our skin knits together after a cut, the way a fever passes. Of course, we may succumb to illness or injury, just as trees may succumb to insects or infernos. The remarkable fact is not that living things eventually die, but that they ever lived. The merest microbe is more complex than a galaxy, its billions of atoms orchestrated into a dance we cannot explain. We call this dance life, but in doing so we merely paste a label on mystery. There may well be other instances of this astounding phenomenon elsewhere in the universe, but so far we have not detected any, despite extensive searching.

There is a term in Taoist literature that translates into English as “living midnight.” It refers to a calm state of mind in which, freed from our usual inner chatter, we become aware of the primal energy that shapes and sustains all beings. Whether or not we attain this insight, the energy is there, flowing through us, as it flows through those red osier stems. In this season of inward and outward gloom, I rejoice in watching mint-green leaves emerge from bare sticks. We possess our own dormant buds. At any moment, in any of us, they may give rise to the healing visions we need.

—S. R. S.
Bloomington, Indiana
Winter Solstice 2019




The Way of Imagination
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NOT LONG AGO, WHILE VISITING a midwestern college surrounded by a glacial plain that had been scalped of trees and planted to corn, I sat down to dinner one evening next to a retired banker. He was a silver-haired man, as befitted his profession, well up in his seventies, dapper and soft-spoken. We eased into conversation by exchanging the usual male data about our careers—his spent handling million-dollar deals in a corner office several dozen floors above the hubbub of Chicago, mine spent stringing words together in a corner study two floors above a quiet street in Bloomington, Indiana. Our talk gradually deepened through the salad course, main dish, and dessert. Finally, as our coffee arrived, he confessed that he had piled up far more money than either he or his offspring needed, and he had puzzled for years over what to do with the excess. Not from any sense of guilt, he hastened to add, but from a sense of stewardship. Since he had acquired so much money, he felt responsible for using it wisely, and not merely to feather his own nest. His nest had quite enough feathers already.

Then one day the answer had come to him. He would purchase cutover forestland, hire sturdy young people to replant it with native hardwoods, and place it in a conservation trust designed to ensure that the trees would grow unmolested as long as the sun shines and the rain falls. So far, he had acquired and begun the replanting of several hundred acres. In two or three centuries, he imagined, the recovering forests would begin to resemble those that the first European settlers had found when they came to America. He was pleased to think of children in that distant day romping among the big trees.

This seemed to me a noble idea. Curious about its origins, I asked if he had spent time in old-growth forests while he was growing up. No, he answered, he had only read about them, as settings for the adventures of fictional characters such as Natty Bumppo or historical figures such as Daniel Boone. Since launching his land-buying project, he had visited a few ancient groves, all at a distance from Chicago. But these glimpses—often from boardwalks or paved trails, amid the chatter of other visitors or the groan of machinery from nearby roads—only hinted at the glorious picture he had formed, through his boyhood reading, of the forest that had once covered most of the country east of the Mississippi River.

Did I realize, he said, that in 1800 or so a squirrel with sufficient stamina and wanderlust could have set out from a tree-top in Massachusetts and scurried on westward, from branch to branch, all the way to Illinois without ever descending to the ground? Smiling at the scenario, I replied that I had read of such a possibility. And did I recall the opening lines of Longfellow’s Evangeline? Only vaguely, I admitted. So he quoted them for me, with surprising fervor, as if he were a schoolboy delivering an oration:


This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks,

Bearded with moss, and in garments green, indistinct in the twilight,

Stand like Druids of eld, with voices sad and prophetic,

Stand like harpers hoar, with beards that rest on their bosoms.



“What I long to do,” he proclaimed, ignoring the quizzical glances from our fellow diners, “is help restore a bit of the forest primeval.”
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Since that dinner table conversation, I have reflected on the retired banker’s vision, and on the leaps of mind required for him to reach it. First, drawing only upon words in books, he had to picture a kind of landscape he had never seen. Then he had to look at terrain lacerated by clear-cuts or whittled down to spindly thickets, and imagine it slowly mending and maturing, over several hundred years, into a forest that matched his childhood picture. And finally he had to relish the prospect of strangers, not yet born, savoring the big trees centuries after he himself had returned to dust.

The first of these imaginative moves, the transfer of vision from a writer’s mind to a reader’s mind, exemplifies the power of art—a power as astounding, and as easy to ignore because of its familiarity, as the flow of energy from the sun. We often forget how remarkable it is that feelings and thoughts originating within artists, and given expression through language, sounds, paint, film, clay, wood, or some other medium, stir up thoughts and feelings in those who encounter their work. A kind of telepathy is involved. The artists might be long dead, might have lived at a great distance from us, might not have shared our gender, nationality, race, class, or other traits, and yet we can be entranced by what they’ve made. We might thrill to the portraits of animals they left upon the walls of caves. We might laugh or weep over the characters they launched onto stage or screen. We might quote their words to a lover, shimmy to their music, or view the world afresh because of their paintings.

Like the influx of sunshine that powers our planet, the energy of art animates our inner universe, attuning us to beauty, sharpening our perceptions, enlarging our sympathies, and tempting us to become artists ourselves, if only by sporting a beret we saw a movie star wear, or by humming a tune as we change the baby’s diaper, or by arranging flowers in a vase. What comes through to us from a work of art is not a simple transmission of what arose within the artist, but rather a new impression refracted differently through the lens of each individual. No one who strings words together into novels or poems, for example, can foresee how they will be read by the neighbors next door, let alone by future generations. When Cooper sent Natty Bumppo into the world in 1823 or Longfellow sent Evangeline in 1847, whatever else they intended, they could not have dreamed that their tales would inspire a businessman in the twenty-first century to restore vanished forests.
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The second sort of mental leap my dinner companion made was one that propelled him backward and forward through time. As we sat there at the table, he was able to picture how the eastern hardwood forests might have looked in 1800, and able to envision what forests allowed to grow unmolested might look like in 2300. Although destined for a life, in all likelihood, of fewer than a hundred years, he was able to hold in his mind a span of five centuries. What he knew about the earlier condition of the land, from a time before the onset of indiscriminate clearing and plowing and paving, offered a model for what his wild sanctuaries might become if they were allowed to recover. He had never actually watched a desolation of stumps turn into a healthy forest, with giant trees and abundant wildlife and romping children. He could only imagine the prospect, but that was enough to set him working to make it real.

Scientists are the ones who exercise this time-traveling ability most rigorously and ingeniously. By studying fossils and geological strata, examining samples of rock from the moon and Mars, calculating the rate of decay of radioisotopes, and measuring levels of cosmic background radiation and the distance to the outermost galaxies, they have compiled a story of the universe that stretches more than thirteen billion years, from the big bang to the present. With less certainty, they can extrapolate that story beyond our moment into the future. So, for example, scientists analyzing air bubbles trapped in the ice of Antarctica have documented changes in temperature and carbon dioxide levels within Earth’s atmosphere over the past several hundred thousand years; they have demonstrated that higher levels of CO2 are correlated with higher global temperatures; and they have shown that the current percentage of CO2 in the atmosphere is the highest in three million years. As a result, they can predict with a high degree of probability that by continuing to burn fossil fuels and level forests we will increase average global temperatures, thereby melting glaciers and polar ice caps, raising ocean levels, altering patterns of rainfall and drought, displacing or extinguishing many species, and making the human future more precarious.

Whether the silver-haired banker knew in any detail the thirteen-billion-year story of the cosmos told by science, I cannot say. Even if, as seems unlikely, he happened to believe that the world is only six thousand years old—as reckoned by a seventeenth-century Irish archbishop who counted the begats in the Bible—he respected science enough to consult with ecologists about choosing suitable tracts of land and the appropriate mix of trees for his visionary project. In our conversation, he spoke of what he had learned from scientific studies about damage from acid rain, threats from invasive species, use of controlled burning, and other variables. He knew that if his forests were to thrive, it would be through a combination of human knowledge and nature’s resilience.

This ability to envision and work toward a desirable outcome—an ability we exercise every time we plan a picnic or design a house or begin a sentence—is another distinctive human power, as vital for our well-being as the ability to make and experience art. Equally vital is our ability to change behavior to avoid an undesirable outcome—quitting smoking to reduce our chances of developing lung cancer, say, or banning the use of lead in gasoline to prevent brain damage in children. Humans are not unique, of course, in being able to learn how to achieve a desired result or to avoid an undesirable one. Rats can be trained to push a lever to receive a bit of food or to escape an electric shock. Dogs, horses, dolphins, parrots, chimpanzees, and any number of other animals can likewise be trained to perform amazing feats through the use of rewards or threatened or actual use of punishment. But what if the reward or punishment were not delivered to the animal being tested but to some other animal, and not delivered right away but three centuries hence? Would any species other than Homo sapiens take action in the present, especially action that is costly or risky, with the purpose of benefiting strangers in the distant future?
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Here we come to the third imaginative leap accomplished by my dinner companion, which was to care about the well-being of people to whom he bore no relation, who would never thank him, never read a plaque inscribed in his honor, never even know his name. Caring for strangers—who may be separated from us by a gulf of time or space, by religion or race, or by some other seeming barrier—requires the active form of empathy we call compassion. It requires us not merely to hurt when others hurt or rejoice when they rejoice, but to alleviate their suffering if we can and to foster their happiness, even if these efforts cost us money or time, even at the risk of our own comfort or safety.

Acting compassionately toward one’s immediate family or blood relations is relatively easy; doing so on behalf of one’s cronies or class or tribe is harder; hardest of all is to care for strangers. But caring for strangers is precisely what the most widely known ethical principle, the so-called Golden Rule, requires of us: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” it declares, without placing any limit on who the others might be. Variations on this principle can be found in Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Native American spirituality, and many other traditions, as well as in Judaism and Christianity.

The versions of the rule that I absorbed as a child were those attributed to Jesus, as when he said, “Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; for this is the law and the prophets” (Matt. 7:12). The logic of his instruction seemed clear to me even then: if people are hungry, feed them; if they are ailing, heal them; if they are vulnerable, protect them; if they are outcast, embrace them; if they are fighting one another, make peace between them. According to the Gospel accounts, Jesus told his followers, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31), and he demonstrated what that meant by treating with respect and kindness all whom he met—prostitutes and tax collectors, lepers and high priests, children and elders, women and men, and even those who sought to kill him.

On one occasion a lawyer, perhaps unsettled by this high ethical standard, asked Jesus: “And who is my neighbor?” In response, Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan, who proves to be a true neighbor by showing mercy toward a Jew who has been robbed and beaten and left for dead beside the road. Others have passed by the victim, perhaps afraid that the robbers might still be lurking, perhaps not wishing to interrupt their own journeys. But when this Samaritan, a foreigner who would not be expected to help a Jew, came upon the injured man, “he had compassion, and went to him and bound up his wounds.” Jesus concluded his tale by telling the wary lawyer, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:25–37). As I carried these teachings into adulthood, I realized that the wounds in people, places, and Earth are limitless, but I also realized that acting compassionately does not require us to heal all wounds, only those within our reach.

More abstract versions of the Golden Rule have been formulated by philosophers, most famously by Immanuel Kant in what he termed the categorical imperative: “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it should become a universal law.” More plainly, Kant was arguing that one should act, in any given situation, as one wishes everyone would act in a comparable situation. The cautionary version of this principle might be: Don’t do anything you wouldn’t want everyone else to do. Don’t cheat, lie, steal, poison the air and water, squander Earth’s bounty, leave a crippling debt or a heap of radioactive waste for future generations, because surely you wouldn’t wish to live in a ransacked and toxic world populated by cheaters, liars, and thieves.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations in 1948, proclaims that every member of our species should be treated as we ourselves would wish to be treated. More recently, the Earth Charter—drafted in the 1990s through a process of international consultation involving hundreds of organizations—has extended this ethical principle to include our fellow species, along with the waters and soils and atmosphere on which all life depends. Far from the rarefied zone of philosophy and international covenants, another version of the golden rule has shown up lately on refrigerator magnets and bumper stickers: BE THE CHANGE YOU WISH TO SEE IN THE WORLD. Often attributed to Gandhi—although scholars haven’t been able to find this exact wording in his published works—the maxim has been widely embraced because it provides a rationale for acting on one’s values, no matter how small the effort may seem in proportion to the change one seeks.

If you want our nation to be devoted to peace rather than to perpetual war, then conduct yourself peaceably, let go of grudges, help settle quarrels, refuse to see others as enemies, write letters to the editor, petition your members of Congress, keep vigil on the courthouse square. If you wish to break the grip of industrial agriculture, with its reliance on petroleum and poison, then plant a garden—if only in a few pots on a windowsill or a few square feet in the yard—and buy as much of your food as you can from local growers. If you want coal companies to quit ravaging mountains and spoiling streams, then use less electricity, push for enforcement of the Clean Water Act, put solar panels on your roof, and enlist your neighbors in the cause. Do whatever is within your means.

You may be told that such gestures are trivial in the face of social and global pathologies, that it is pointless to ride a bicycle to work when others are commuting in Hummers, to replace your incandescent light bulbs with LEDs when China is building a new coal-fired power plant every week, or to witness for peace on the courthouse square when the Pentagon doles out contracts in every congressional district and the United States accounts for nearly half the world’s military spending. But the reason for acting compassionately is to manifest your highest hopes for the world, regardless of the odds that the world will be transformed. Why wait to do what you believe is right until the majority shares your belief? Not everyone can do something as grand as buying hundreds of acres and replanting forests. Not everyone can sit in a legislature or boardroom and make decisions that affect whole societies. But whatever your standing, you can seek out others who share your concerns and aspirations, and you can join with them, in actions great and small, to defend what you love and to bring more of what you love into the world.
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When technicians try to figure out how a given device was made, or how a given outcome of a computer program was achieved, they call their effort reverse engineering. They reason backward, delineating the steps necessary to produce the desired result. With this essay I have been engaged in a kind of reverse engineering, not of a device or program but of a healing human gesture. I want there to be more old-growth forests, and so I seek to understand what moved a person to work for their restoration. I also want there to be restored wetlands and prairies, clean and free-running rivers, oceans teeming with life, and every manner of wild habitat where our fellow species may thrive. I want our own species to flourish in cities and villages where the air is safe to breathe and the water safe to drink, under an intact ozone layer that screens out ultraviolet rays, within a climate that is reasonably stable and predictable. I want every man, woman, and child to have enough to eat, a safe place to sleep, and a chance to live free of violence. I want our political system to serve the common good rather than the wealthiest few, our court system to serve justice rather than ideology, our economic system to distribute the rewards of labor fairly, our medical system to care for the health of all citizens, and our schools to nurture the talents of all children. I want our news media to tell the truth. And I want there to be others—many, many others—working to achieve these outcomes.

When I reason backward from these desired results to figure out how they might be achieved, I keep finding, as I did in the case of the retired banker, that every step requires imagination. In artists, imagination gives rise to stories that have never been told before, melodies that have never been heard, dances and designs that have never been seen; these creations may, in turn, give rise to pleasures and yearnings, many of them unprecedented, within anyone who reads or listens or watches. In scientists, imagination generates hunches about how some portion of nature might work, yielding hypotheses that can be tested and a vision of processes unfolding through time and space. In all of us, imagination can give rise to compassion, by providing insight into the feelings and thoughts of other people.

Consider what a mysterious power this is. We can see things that are not actually present before our eyes—not only things remembered, such as a childhood bedroom, but also things we have not experienced, such as climbing Mount Denali, as well as things no one has experienced, such as a journey to the stars. We can travel into the past or future while our bodies never budge. We can lay out plans in our minds, step by step, for a meal or a house, before lifting a hand to begin the work. Imagination keeps us from being trapped in the present arrangement of things. We can live in the midst of slavery and envision slavery’s abolition. In the midst of a society that oppresses women, we can envision their acquiring rights equal to those of men. In the midst of damaged land and endangered species, we can foresee their restoration.

Those who lack imagination accept the present arrangement of things as unalterable. Such people, if ruled by monarchs or plutocrats, assume that God or nature has ordained this condition. Surrounded by racism, perpetual war, savage inequality, or rampant consumerism, they shrug and say there’s no use protesting; that’s just the way things are. But human beings have conducted their individual lives and organized their communities in myriad ways, and imaginative people keep trying out new ways of living, on every scale from households to the planet. In Europe, for example, nations that warred with one another for half a millennium have formed a union—an imperfect union, to be sure, but one that has at least put an end to their mutual slaughter. In 1989, with a minimum of bloodshed, the Berlin Wall came down and the Soviet Empire collapsed, as a result of efforts and sacrifices by countless people who had created discussion groups, cooperatives, unions, black markets, worship circles, underground presses, secret theaters, and other alternatives to the old authoritarian order.

In America today, we hear voices declaring it is futile to resist the few dozen transnational corporations that largely control our legislatures, courts, media, food supply, energy delivery, and health-care system, and that are rapidly gaining control over our schools and universities. Certainly those corporations can be ruthless in crushing any threat to their profits: Monsanto, for example, has brought lawsuits for patent infringement against farmers whose crops have been contaminated by pollen or seeds from genetically modified varieties that Monsanto itself has loosed on the world. Oil companies have hired mercenaries to put down resistance from indigenous people whose lands they have polluted; tobacco companies have suppressed studies that demonstrate the lethal effects of their products; and television networks have attacked politicians who advocate breaking up media monopolies. The largest of these corporations dwarf the economies of most nations, answer to no electorate, intimidate regulators, and run roughshod over governments—yet in the majority opinion of our Supreme Court, they are entitled to many of the rights of individual persons.

Yes, these behemoths are powerful indeed. But they are not invincible, any more than the former Soviet Union, the apartheid system in South Africa, the British Raj in India, the slave culture of the Old South, or the decades-long dictatorships in contemporary Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya proved to be. All of these seemingly omnipotent regimes have yielded, sooner or later, to the human power of envisioning more benign and just social orders. The American colonists, who refused to accept perpetual rule by a high-handed British king and Parliament, formed committees of correspondence to share their grievances, organized militias, published pamphlets, sent delegates to illegal assemblies, and eventually drew up the Declaration of Independence, one of the boldest human inventions—and in the eyes of many people at the time, one of the likeliest to fail. The new nation’s Constitution opened with these words we all know: “We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union.” The power to conceive and work toward a “more perfect” anything—government or gadget, novel or neighborhood—is the gift of imagination.

I am well aware that in many instances the overthrow of tyrannical regimes came about through bloodshed, and so I wish to state clearly that I am opposed to such violence. I advocate change that comes about through peaceful efforts, which is why I champion the inspiration of art, the rational guidance of science, and the ethical constraints of compassion. One sees such change underway right now in the proliferation of farmers’ markets, food co-ops, community gardens, and organic farms, all of which provide alternatives to industrial agriculture. One sees such change in the formation of land trusts, nearly two thousand of them now spread across the United States, protecting millions of acres from chain saws and bulldozers. One sees such hopeful change in the widespread embrace of green building codes, in the burgeoning of independent news sources through the internet and noncommercial broadcasting, in efforts to clean up rivers, restore salmon, rescue whooping cranes from extinction, build houses for the homeless, offer free medical care to the uninsured, or harvest energy from wind and sun. Considered singly, these endeavors might seem trifling compared to the scale of challenges we face; taken together, however, and viewed as part of a worldwide striving toward a sustainable and caring way of life, they hold out promise bright enough to fire up all but the dullest imagination.
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Among the challenges we face, the one that requires the liveliest exercise of imagination is the heating of our planet caused by the buildup of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. The neighborhood we must consider is larger than any that Jesus could have conceived, for it encompasses the whole planet; the neighbors we must care for are not only our contemporaries but also our descendants, and not only our fellow human beings but all living things, from aardvarks to zebra swallowtails. Here is a problem unlike any that our species has ever faced, a problem that may either overwhelm us or inspire us to our greatest common endeavor.

The initial step, of course, is to acknowledge that we are in fact disrupting the climate by burning fossil fuels and felling forests. In America, various politicians, preachers, and pundits seem unable, or at least unwilling, to take this minimal step. It is impossible to distinguish, of course, between what they actually believe and what they calculate will curry favor from fossil fuel companies and from people reluctant to curb consumption. Meanwhile, our nation, which constitutes less than 5 percent of the world’s population, releases 15 percent of the world’s greenhouse gases. Through our appetite for paper and wood, and for meat grown on land cleared for grazing, Americans also cause the felling of more trees, and therefore the loss of more carbon storage, than do any other people on Earth.

Let me suppose you are not running for office and you have consulted the testimony of the roughly 97 percent of atmospheric scientists worldwide who argue that Earth’s average temperature is rising and that the increase is due primarily to human actions; and let me suppose you are aware of glaciers retreating, permafrost melting, ocean levels rising, coral reefs bleaching, forests dying, deserts expanding, floods increasing, diseases moving out of tropical areas, and species shifting their territories toward higher latitudes or altitudes. Let me suppose, in short, that you grasp the basic science of global heating. Knowing what is happening, what should we do about it—as individuals, as societies, and as citizens of the planet?

There are those who say we should let the market solve the problem, as if the sum total of selfish decisions made by consumers, executives, and governments would miraculously produce the best of all possible worlds. There are those who say that the worst effects of global heating will not kick in for another century or so, by which time we’ll all be dead, and since the people who will suffer those dire effects have not yet been born, we don’t owe them anything. There are those who say that God has set us on this path to punish us, so we must forswear abortion, homosexuality, and a brief list of other sins—a list that does not include rapacious consumption of Earth’s bounty and beauty. And there are those who insist we’re doomed to ravage the planet because humans are inherently greedy, shortsighted, and lazy.

What would the Golden Rule urge us to do? If we took seriously the teachings of Jesus, the Hebrew prophets, the Buddha, or any number of other spiritual guides who have espoused this ethical principle, how would we act? Imagine for a moment that you are one of those potential future victims of climate chaos, living in the twenty-second century. How would you want the people who lived in the early twenty-first century to have behaved? Would you want them to have pursued the unregulated expansion of a freewheeling market economy driven by self-interest, discounting your very existence because you were not yet born? Would you want them to have blamed environmental deterioration on human nature or on what they regarded as sexual sins, while they kept on driving and flying and shopping at ever-increasing rates? Or would you want them to have acted on your behalf by curbing their consumption, placing a tax on carbon to reflect its real cost, and restoring forests? In short, would you want them to have loved you as they loved themselves?
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Another expression of the Golden Rule has lately come into widespread use from the Iroquois tradition. When meeting in council, elders of the Iroquois nation are expected to make decisions in light of their best understanding of how those decisions might affect the well-being of their descendants seven generations ahead. This is an attractive ideal, especially as an antidote to our culture’s fixation on short-term payoffs. Caring for the seventh generation has become shorthand for an ethical responsibility that extends far beyond immediate cost-benefit calculations, beyond the quarterly report, beyond the next election. The term reminds us that everything we do in our day will affect the conditions for life after we are gone. Likewise, it reminds us that many of the cultural blessings we enjoy—such as universities, libraries, museums, and parks—are inheritances from past generations, as are many of our curses—such as the racism left over from slavery, the pollution from reckless industrialization, and the depletion of topsoil, fisheries, forests, and wildlife from headlong exploitation.

We cannot know for certain how our actions will affect our descendants or our fellow species, but science helps us make an informed projection; we cannot know unerringly the right way to act, but compassion offers us the surest guide. No matter how clear the evidence from science and the testimony from ethics, however, if we are to grapple with climate disruption and other global crises, we also need the active sympathy and imaginative energy aroused in us by art. To be sure, much recent art discourages us from imagining a “more perfect” world. Turn on television, visit the cinema, or open a bestselling novel and you’re likely to encounter stories about people stalking, robbing, murdering, or otherwise harming one another. You’ll meet far more narcissists than altruists, more desperadoes than healers, more warriors than peacemakers. That popular art deals in such fare is not surprising. Physical threats seize our attention, for obvious evolutionary reasons. Strife and destruction are more dramatic than harmony or mending. In art, as in politics, fear is easier to evoke than hope.

But the greatest art, while acknowledging the world’s brokenness and our own flaws, conveys glimpses of a potential wholeness, in ourselves and in the world. One of our names for that tantalizing wholeness is beauty. Glimpsing it in poetry or pottery, hearing it in symphonies or songs, we long to make something beautiful ourselves, to lead more beautiful lives. We yearn to walk in beauty, as the Navajo say. Great art reveals that beauty is not a superficial trait but the expression of a fundamental force running through the cosmos, including our own depths. This is a healing power, manifest in the way scattered elements gather into stars, debris from supernovas gathers into organisms, organisms form communities—and in the way our two-legged kind shapes Earth’s materials into art. What we call imagination is a human expression of the shaping force at work in the universe.

The universe was not fashioned all at once, with its present distribution of species and stars. It has unfolded over billions of years and is unfolding still, and so is our understanding of how it works and what our role in it might be. Everything we presently behold, no matter how far-flung and scattered it may appear, is part of a single flow that generates new forms—forms that cohere for shorter or longer periods and then give way to new, generally more complex ones. On Earth, at least, this dynamic unity has produced organisms capable of responding to the creativity of the universe with creations of their own. We paint and sing and dance and write because we are moved by the artfulness of nature. We can perceive the deep affinity between the glaze on a bowl and the iridescence of a butterfly’s wing, between a ballerina’s pirouette and the swirl of a spiral galaxy. In light of our gifts, it is neither impractical nor utopian for us to imagine leading more beautiful lives, forming a more perfect society, or alleviating the suffering and fostering the happiness of strangers not yet born. Like the universe, we are still unfolding. What we become, what we make of ourselves and our world, will be shaped by many factors, but by none more powerful than imagination.




Immersed in Mystery
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AT THE AGE OF THIRTEEN, scrawny and shy, wearing my church pants and a white shirt my mother had sewn, I stood beside a table in a high school gymnasium in rural Ohio, entertaining questions about my science project, which I had grandly entitled “From Microbes to Man.” Most of the questions were friendly enough. “What’s this about?” people asked. “Did you draw the pictures yourself?” “Are those clay figures supposed to be monkeys?”

Nearly all of the science fair visitors were known to me, by face if not by name. They were schoolmates, neighbors, teachers and coaches, parents and grandparents of friends. If they were troubled by my exhibit, they were too polite to say so—with one exception. A gruff old farmer, who had paid me a dollar an hour the previous summer to work on his haying crew, stood for a long while squinting at my display, which traced a billion-year sequence from one-celled organisms to us. I could see the color rising in his weathered face. At length he asked if I really believed all this evolution hooey. When I answered with a puzzled yes, he reared back and declared, “Then you’re going to hell!” and stomped away.

Thus was I introduced to the grievous view that one must choose between science and religion, a view upheld vociferously in our own day by zealots on each side of that supposed dichotomy. At thirteen, I had already spent years exploring both realms of knowledge—science through school and library books, religion through church and the Bible—and I found both by turns exhilarating and terrifying. The terror came from recognizing how tiny and fleeting a part I played in the story of the universe, and the exhilaration came from recognizing the beauty and grandeur of that story.

I write story, singular, but of course humans have told, are telling, and will go on telling a host of stories about who we are, what sort of place we inhabit, how we came to be here, and how we ought to behave. As a bookish boy, curious about such matters, I read myths, legends, folktales, and novels, as well as the Bible. I also read popular accounts of astronomy, physics, geology, and biology, which relied as much on narrative as any work of fiction. It did not occur to me that among these many stories any single one could encompass the whole truth about reality, while all the others, insofar as they differed from the true one, must be partly or wholly false.

During the haymaking summer that preceded the science fair, in the evenings after showering off sweat and chaff and doctoring my lacerated forearms with A&D cream, I waded through an abridged version of On the Origin of Species, which was easily the most ambitious and thrilling drama of thought I had ever encountered. What pains Darwin had taken to gather evidence, what imagination he had shown in discerning the kinship of all living things! My science project was an earnest if clumsy attempt, using posters and pictures and clay models, to convey the majesty of his theory.

I had no intention of quarreling with the Bible, many portions of which I knew by heart. The story of Creation in Genesis had always seemed to me just that, a story, and a marvelous one, but not a scientific report. In the Methodist churches I attended, ministers and Sunday school teachers encouraged children to read the Bible, but they never claimed that God had dictated the Scriptures verbatim. Nor did they claim that the skein of episodes stretching from the Garden of Eden to the apocalypse should be regarded as literal history. When I asked our pastor whether I was wrong to embrace evolution, he advised me not to worry. God had given us inquiring minds, and thus it could not be a sin to use them—that is, he added, so long as our theories did not conflict with our faith.

What was my faith? The farmer’s outburst and the pastor’s warning made that an urgent question for me. I knew what I had been taught to believe, but what did I actually believe? Did I believe in Adam and Eve, Noah’s ark, the parting of the Red Sea, the burning bush, the Ten Commandments inscribed in stone? More troubling—because more consequential for my own fate—did I believe in heaven and hell, the resurrection, or eternal life? Most troubling question of all: Did I believe in God?
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The church pants I wore at the science fair no longer reached my ankles, for I had begun the growth spurt that would add ten inches to my height over the next several years. During those same years, as I finished high school and entered college, I also went through an intellectual growth spurt, ranging beyond Darwin to acquire an amateur’s understanding of relativity, quantum mechanics, genetics, plate tectonics, astrophysics, and big bang cosmology. I found the universe described by modern science to be more wonderful than anything envisioned by the religion I had absorbed in childhood. The sermons and Sunday school lessons and Bible readings, once so vivid and comforting, now seemed quaint and small. I did not turn against my religious upbringing, for it had done me no harm, but I felt that, armed with science, I could let it go, like a garment outgrown.

By the time I finished graduate school in 1971, the tumultuous history of the previous decade had cured me of this delusion. As I marched for civil rights and women’s rights, as I protested the Vietnam War, as I scorned consumerism and donated money from my meager bank account for the relief of hunger, as I undertook one-day fasts in solidarity with political prisoners—as I joined countless others of my generation in the struggle for a more just and peaceful world—I was prompted by values deriving not from science but from religion. I learned from biology that race is a fiction; I learned from sociology what proportion of the world’s people suffer from poverty; I learned from physics how nuclear weapons work; but those disciplines, for all their explanatory power, could not tell me why racism is abhorrent, economic inequality is intolerable, and war is monstrous.

To be sure, science embodies its own ethics, which call for performing experiments rigorously, reporting the results honestly, acknowledging intellectual debts, and freely sharing the benefits of knowledge. But I was naïve to imagine that science alone, for all its rigor and candor, could provide the moral direction for my life. My contemporaries came to the struggle for peace and justice and material simplicity by way of many paths, not all of them religious; I came by way of the Hebrew prophets, the Christian Gospels, and the people I knew while growing up, beginning with my parents, who had exemplified these teachings. I recognized this heritage all the more clearly in my early twenties when I refused, as a conscientious objector, to join the military, and volunteered instead for civilian service. What was my conscience, if not a distillation of my religious upbringing?
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Looking back now from my early seventies, I realize that my life has been guided, however imperfectly, by the affections and loyalties and standards of conduct I learned from that early ethical formation. Over the years, the questions about faith that so troubled me as a boy have come to seem less urgent, and also less amenable to definitive answers. Whether or not Jesus was the son of God, rose from the dead, and took away our sins, his actions and words, as reported in the New Testament, convinced me that our deepest calling is compassion and our deepest nature is love. I can regard the poor, the ill, the elderly, the young, the outcasts, and all who are most vulnerable as deserving of care and respect, whether or not our kind was made in the image of God. I can strive to live in such a way as to honor the needs of coming generations, human and nonhuman, here on Earth, whether or not there is an afterlife elsewhere. I can rejoice in the diversity of living things, and seek to defend them, without knowing whether evolution has produced such splendor entirely by accident.

However we acquired our capacities for reason and imagination—by natural selection or divine gift—surely they are our most distinctive features. These capacities have given rise to music and art, literature and history, religion and science, along with every other mode of knowledge and expression. Darwin’s account of the origin and evolution of species was a magnificent feat of the human mind, one that has been refined and extended by subsequent generations of scientists. We can celebrate this feat without supposing that it provides the only story we need to comprehend our nature. We also need the Bible, the Koran, Beethoven’s symphonies, Rembrandt’s self-portraits, Lao Tzu’s aphorisms, the Aborigines’ dream songs, Hopi mythology, King Lear, Walden, Leaves of Grass, Chartres Cathedral, Shaker furniture, Zen gardens, linear algebra, quilts, blues, comic books, cuisine, and the whole panoply of human responses to the universe. The more I have learned from these many sources, the more inexhaustible and inexplicable reality seems. This is not to deny knowledge, but only to admit our limitations. We are conscious manifestations of Being. What Being itself is, we can only dimly intuit. Immersed in mystery, we should welcome every insight into the vast, ancient, elegant cosmos and our own fleeting existence.




Near and Distant Bears
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SUPPOSE YOU ARE WALKING ALONG a path in the woods, and as you round a bend you suddenly encounter a grizzly bear, just a few feet away, lumbering in your direction. How do you react? Before you have time to think, your body launches a flurry of responses—adrenaline and pain-killing endorphins and some two dozen other hormones surge into your bloodstream; your heartbeat and breathing speed up; blood vessels to your major muscles enlarge as those to your kidneys and digestive system and skin contract; your pupils dilate and your vision narrows to focus on the bear. All of these physiological changes, and many others, happen in a flash. They are orchestrated by one of the oldest portions of the brain, the almond-sized hypothalamus, a structure we share with grizzlies and every other vertebrate animal. By swiftly preparing us to fight or flee or freeze, these mechanisms have enabled our kind to survive threats not only from predators but also from wildfires, rockslides, venomous snakes, and hostile humans.

Now consider a different scenario. Suppose you are walking along that same path in the woods. This time you are listening to a podcast about a new report from the world’s foremost experts on bears, who warn that the farther you proceed on this path, the more grizzlies you will encounter. The scientists cannot predict the exact number of grizzlies, or the exact location, but based on extensive research they are 90 percent certain that if you continue on this path, you will run into overwhelming trouble. Your only way of avoiding the bears, they argue, is to change paths. The podcast goes on to say that the report has been endorsed by the National Academy of Sciences and a host of other scientific organizations.

How do you react? This time you will have to think, because your body is not hardwired to deal with more distant and theoretical dangers. The hypothalamus will not bail you out. You will need to engage the most recently evolved portion of your brain, the neocortex, which is involved in reasoning, imagining, processing language, foreseeing the consequences of actions, making ethical choices, and other higher faculties.

After considering the report, you may decide to turn around and find another path. Why risk being devoured? On the other hand, you may be so attached to this path, or so doubtful about there being any decent alternatives, that you will find reasons to shrug off the experts’ warning. Perhaps you distrust all experts. Perhaps you note that the scientists themselves are uncertain of the danger, since they claim only a 90 percent probability for their prediction. Maybe they are simply out to attract more funding for bear research. Maybe they are conspiring to curb your freedom by dictating where you can walk. Perhaps you imagine that even if there are grizzlies lurking down the trail, they are likely so far away that you’ll finish your jaunt before you reach them, or that if you do reach them, you’ll figure out some way of fending them off. Or perhaps you believe that some benevolent deity watches over you and will protect you from all harm. For one or more of these reasons, therefore, you stay on the path. If you guessed right, you may stride along safely. If you guessed wrong, you will stumble into disaster.

By now, it will be obvious that the treacherous path I have in mind, the one we are so reluctant to give up, is defined by consumerism, population growth, and economic expansion, all dependent on the burning of fossil fuels. Scientific warnings have so far failed to change the trajectory of the human economy, as nation after nation seeks to emulate the levels and types of consumption prevalent in the United States, western Europe, and Japan. When such warnings have not simply been ignored, they have been dismissed—using the sorts of arguments mentioned above—by advocates of unlimited growth, apologists for the fossil fuel industry, and believers in human exemption from ecological constraints. Taken together, the two scenarios—about near and distant bears—help explain why we react swiftly to immediate threats and why we react slowly, if at all, to remote or intangible threats, such as those posed by our ravaging of the environment.

We often brag, with some justice, about how well we humans respond to emergencies, such as fires or blizzards or floods. Recall, for example, the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. True, looters and scammers sought to profit from the chaos, and government agencies floundered, unprepared for the scale of the disaster; but on the whole, public workers and private citizens responded generously. Thousands rushed to the Gulf Coast to help clean up from the storm surge, and tens of thousands more donated money and goods to aid in the recovery or welcomed refugees into their homes. No doubt we could have done more, and still need to do more, to relieve the suffering and repair the damage caused by Katrina, but the fact remains that our nation has invested billions of dollars and millions of hours of labor in the effort.

But could we have prevented the disaster, or made it less likely or severe? Scientists and engineers had been warning for years that New Orleans was at risk of catastrophic flooding due to the draining of coastal wetlands, which act as a buffer against high water, and due also to the likelihood that warming oceans would increase the power of hurricanes. Unlike the flood itself, which galvanized people into action, those predictions were hypothetical, based on research and computer models, and they were largely disregarded. Taking the predictions seriously would have required oil and shipping companies to restore the wetlands they had drained, would have required federal and state officials to push for deep reductions in greenhouse emissions, would have required citizens to pay slightly higher taxes and utility bills in the present to stave off crippling costs in the future—would have required, in short, a degree of cooperation, rational discussion, long-term thinking, and concern for the common good beyond anything our nation has ever shown. Yet these are precisely the qualities we will need, not only as a nation but as a species, if we are to address the various planetary-scale threats to our well-being—above all that of climate disruption.
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The survival reflexes our ancestors passed on to us are of little use in dealing with the heating of Earth’s atmosphere and the resulting hazards of extreme weather and rising sea levels. Nor can those reflexes, honed over thousands of generations, defend us from acid rain, mercury poisoning, a thinning ozone layer, bleaching coral reefs, collapsing fisheries, eroding topsoil, dwindling aquifers, or wholesale extinction of other species. Unlike grizzlies and rockslides, these threats are largely a result of our own actions, because technology has enabled us to multiply our numbers and indulge our appetites on a gargantuan scale. Our evolutionary inheritance has not prepared us to cope with such challenges, for they have arisen gradually, in human terms—although swiftly in geological terms—and have gone unnoticed by all but the most careful observers. We will not have thousands of generations to work out solutions; we must do so within the lifetime of a child born today, if that child is not to suffer, along with his or her contemporaries, from our negligence. To find solutions, we will need to reimagine our place in nature, our responsibilities as members of communities, and the meaning of a good life—which is to say, we will require a shift in consciousness as radical as any mutation in our evolutionary history.

I realize that a staggering proportion of Americans—34 percent, according to a recent Pew poll—do not believe we have an evolutionary history, and this large figure, unparalleled among industrialized nations, is both a cause and a symptom of our dilemma. Those who dismiss two centuries’ worth of scientific research in deference to a literal reading of the Bible are not likely to favor transforming our way of life on the basis of cautions from a chorus of biologists, oceanographers, and atmospheric physicists. Moreover, according to another recent poll, 36 percent of Americans believe that episodes of extreme weather, such as Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy (2012), are signs of the biblical apocalypse, as foretold in the Book of Revelation, and 15 percent believe that the world will end in their lifetimes. Even if people who hold such views can be persuaded that conditions for life on Earth are deteriorating and that humans are chiefly to blame, they are unlikely to be persuaded, at least by scientific arguments, that we could or should reverse the process.

The Bible is a capacious book, however, open to a wide range of interpretations. Over the last two thousand years it has been used to justify crusades, inquisitions, pogroms, witch burning, genocide, slavery, and the subjugation of women; but it has also been used to oppose the same atrocities. Judging by the sales figures for apocalyptic novels and the rhetoric of certain televangelists, a great many Americans embrace a reading of the Bible that treats Earth—indeed the whole universe—as a mere backdrop for the drama of personal salvation, and they welcome the prospect of a final judgment that would annihilate the planet and every living creature except the righteous believers, who would be raptured up to heaven. Fortunately, many other readers find in the Bible a call to care for Creation. Some religious communities, both inside and outside of Christianity, believe we have an ethical responsibility to preserve the health of the planet and to ensure the survival of our fellow species. If we are to muster the vision and grit needed to halt environmental deterioration and begin the work of restoration, the witness of such communities will be vital.
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Just as certain varieties of religion may hinder us and others may help us in addressing climate disruption, so the applications of science may be harmful or helpful, depending on the values they serve. Science has given us the technologies and to some extent the attitudes that have wrought so much damage on Earth’s living systems, but it has also given us tools for monitoring the condition of our planet and for undoing at least part of that damage. From observation satellites to deep-sea probes, from orbiting telescopes to electron microscopes, scientific instruments have vastly extended the reach of our senses, revealing what would otherwise be imperceptible. They have revealed, for example, the presence of manufactured toxics in our drinking water, the dusting of microplastics on polar ice, the thinning of the ozone layer, and the decline in biodiversity around the globe. They have shown how underwater noise from ships and sonar impairs the navigation abilities of whales. They have shown how, at night, the lights on cell phone towers disorient migrating birds. And they have shown how the abundance of phytoplankton—the source of food for krill and fish and whales, and of half the oxygen we breathe—diminishes as ocean temperatures rise.

A person living in America for the past half century might have noticed the felling of forests or paving of farmland to make way for shopping malls, the increase in smog and roadside trash, the posting of rivers as unsafe for swimming, the steep decline in songbirds and frogs, or the dwindling number of stars visible at night against the wash of electric light. Such observations might be dismaying enough to make that person a devoted conservationist, but they would not suffice to demonstrate that human activities are changing Earth’s atmosphere—and therefore the prospects for life—in unprecedented ways.

For that demonstration we need science, which has extended our knowledge of Earth’s history far beyond the span of a human lifetime. Studies of sediment cores from lake beds have revealed changes in vegetation patterns and climate over tens of thousands of years. Studies of ice cores from Antarctica and Greenland have documented the correspondence between levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and changes in air temperature going back hundreds of thousands of years, since well before the emergence of modern humans. Never in all that time, these studies show, did the concentration of atmospheric CO2 rise so rapidly, or so high, as it has since the onset of the Industrial Revolution, and especially in the last few decades. Through the burning of fossil fuels and widespread deforestation, we have brought about conditions that our species has never before had to face. No wonder we are floundering.

Since the first Earth Day in 1970, scientific surveys of trends in the global environment have repeatedly warned that if we stay on the path of swelling population and soaring consumption, we are headed for trouble—trouble that will make terrorist attacks, economic recessions, and even hurricanes seem trivial by comparison. Yet those warnings have had little effect in slowing, let alone halting, our assault on the planet. The cumulative effect of this assault has been to drive countless species to extinction and to imperil our own.

Why do we persist? To begin with, our appetites, including the drive to reproduce, are another legacy from evolution, as potent as our reflex reactions to immediate threats. Those biological drives, in turn, have been reinforced by culture. Advertising and the mass media, in their relentless efforts to sell us stuff, exploit our craving not only for sex but also for status, power, security, novelty, and thrills. Free-market capitalism, by rejecting all constraints on the pursuit of profit, elevates our inborn selfishness into an economic ideology. Global corporations, wielding resources that dwarf those of all but a few nations, pursue growth as feverishly as bacteria multiplying in a petri dish. Nearly all politicians, regardless of party or nationality, call for perpetual economic expansion—a vote-winning refrain, for it promises to deliver us more and more of everything we crave, or have been coaxed and bamboozled into craving.

Our reproductive urge has been enshrined in religious doctrine, most disconcertingly in the official teaching of the Catholic Church that the use of contraception is a sin. This doctrine is in keeping with what must be, for an environmentalist, one of the most troubling passages in the Bible, a verse from the Book of Genesis in which God tells the newly created human beings: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen. 1:28). The impact of the verse hinges, of course, on how the words subdue and dominion are interpreted—whether as the rule of a strict but benevolent monarch or as the tyranny of a despot. Although many individuals have been moved by religious faith to behave as careful stewards, in the aggregate we have behaved, with or without instruction from the Bible, like despots—destroying habitat, disturbing natural systems, appropriating more and more of Earth to our exclusive use.
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Our global population has doubled since the first Earth Day and has nearly tripled since my birth in 1945. And these are only the latest leaps in our numbers. At the time the command “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” was recorded in the Book of Genesis, the human population totaled fewer than five million; today, it approaches eight billion—more than a thousandfold increase. We have left our imprint everywhere, from the PCBs in polar bear fat to immense rafts of plastic in the oceans. Sulfur from coal-burning electric utilities in the Ohio Valley, which power the streetlights outside my window, has poisoned hundreds of lakes in the Adirondack Mountains. Radiation leaking from the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant in Japan has been detected in air and water across the United States. Nighttime photographs of Earth from space show a smear of lights across every land mass except Antarctica, and nations are now vying to reap the resources of that frozen continent. At the opposite pole, where the area of sea ice is shrinking year by year, the prospect of an ice-free Arctic Ocean has attracted the interest of oil companies, which see an opportunity to pump yet more carbon from underground.

We have multiplied and filled the Earth with a vengeance. Most of our population growth has occurred in the past century, thanks primarily to modern medicine, industrial agriculture, and the ever-increasing power of technology to manipulate nature. Control of nature, rather than knowledge for its own sake, has been the overriding goal of science since the time of Francis Bacon and René Descartes. “Knowledge is power,” proclaimed Bacon, who declared that the goal of science is to “establish and extend the power and dominion of the human race itself over the universe.” More humbly, Bacon argued that by learning how the universe works, by tracing the links between cause and effect, we can improve the human condition. Although scientists may desire basic understanding, the governments, corporations, and foundations that fund their research almost always want weaponry, energy, merchandise, or medicines. This drive has given us penicillin as well as radioactive waste, electric light as well as acid rain, computers as well as computer viruses, the internal combustion engine as well as rising sea levels.

That we have been both cursed and blessed by the applications of scientific discoveries is obvious enough. Less obvious is the way the habits of mind that gave rise to modern science have shaped how we view ourselves in relation to nature. Scientists could only begin to make rapid progress in understanding how the universe works by conducting research as if they were standing outside of nature and looking on objectively, and as if nature itself were a machine governed by laws rather than by the whims of spirits or deities. Over time, the achievements and prestige of science have made it easy for us to forget the hypothetical as if, and to imagine that nature really is a machine, and that we really do stand apart from it. Although the mechanical model has been largely discarded by scientists, and especially by physicists and biologists, the sense of a fundamental separation between humans and the rest of nature persists both inside and outside the laboratories.
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Our readiness to regard ourselves not as one species sharing a planet alongside millions of others, but as a unique tribe—perhaps even a divinely appointed one, apart from and superior to all the rest—is convenient and flattering. Such a view makes it easier for us to justify damming rivers, placing bounties on wolves, poisoning prairie dogs, turning rain forests into pasture-land for hamburgers-on-the-hoof, blowing the tops off mountains for coal, fracturing shale deposits for natural gas, mining tar sands for oil, splicing genes, splitting atoms, and otherwise meddling in nature. The same mindset inspires notions of sowing the oceans with iron and launching sunshades into orbit to mitigate global heating, and even visions of colonizing the moon or Mars to compensate for our having exhausted the resources of Earth. Had the ancient writers of scripture known there were billions of other planets scattered across billions of galaxies, the Book of Genesis might have instructed us to be fruitful and multiply and fill the universe.

With each added layer of technology that insulates us from the discomforts and demands of nature, we find it easier to believe that we really are separate beings, lords of Creation, free of the constraints that affect every other species. What began with the harnessing of fire and the fashioning of stone tools has led to antibiotics and supersonic aircraft and the World Wide Web. Digital devices linked to the internet now enable us to dwell almost continuously in a sensory realm of our own choosing, a realm that may contain nothing except human artifacts and the voices and images of Homo sapiens. In other words, technology has made it possible for us to indulge in a kind of collective narcissism, shutting out everything except reflections of ourselves and our clever works.

A great many people choose to dwell inside this technological bubble during most of their waking hours. Believers in human exceptionalism assume that any breach in the bubble can be mended by more technology. If our swelling population pumps the aquifers dry, we will desalinate seawater. If pests blight our genetically engineered crops, we will engineer new food sources. If we poison the atmosphere, we will move inside domes. If we exhaust the supply of minerals on Earth, we will mine asteroids.

However convenient and flattering the belief in our separation from nature may be, it is an illusion, and a dangerous one. If, as individuals, we imagine that our skin is the boundary between us and the rest of nature, we will have to give up breathing, for the air that we draw in has passed through countless other organisms; we will have to give up drinking water, for every drop has cycled again and again through the oceans and atmosphere, through the roots of plants, through brooks and rolling rivers; we will have to give up eating food, for every morsel comes from the soil or the seas, nurtured by energy from the sun.

Even inside our skin, there are no boundaries between us and the rest of nature. Scientists have identified more than 10,000 species of bacteria, viruses, and other microbes that live in our bodies. Of the trillions of cells that make up a human being, the majority are microorganisms, which contain hundreds of times as many genes as are contained in our strictly human DNA. And within those cells there are mitochondria, which are thought to have originated as primitive bacteria and which carry their own genome. These other species are not invaders; they have coevolved with us in a symbiotic relationship. We provide a habitat for them, and they provide essential services for us, such as digesting our food, turning that food into energy, and maintaining our immune system. So a human being is an ecosystem, kept alive and healthy by the astoundingly intricate cooperation of trillions of organisms. Every atom in this walking, talking ecosystem comes from Earth, and every one of those atoms heavier than hydrogen or helium was fused in explosions of previous generations of stars. Knowing all of this, how can we sustain the illusion that we stand outside of nature?
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To leave the ruinous path we’re on, we must begin by admitting that it is ruinous, not only for millions of other species—including grizzly bears—but also for ourselves. In some countries, this recognition has begun to sink in, shaping public policy and private actions. The European Union, for example, has set the goal of a 40 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, compared to 1990 levels. Yet in the United States, to judge from surveys and media coverage, most public officials, corporate executives, think-tank pundits, and ordinary citizens have so far been unwilling to take even such a fundamental first step. We preach growth and more growth, refusing to acknowledge any future dangers that would cut into present votes or pleasures or profits. This skepticism, however, is highly selective, for those who discount scientific warnings about the deterioration of Earth’s living systems commonly trust the science behind medicines, automobiles, airplanes, computers, and every other technology that serves our interests without requiring us to change our ways.

Clearly, science alone will not persuade enough of us, quickly enough, to change course. Perhaps nothing will. Perhaps we are bound to pass through what biologists call a population bottleneck, a drastic reduction in our numbers due to famine, floods, epidemic disease, and violent conflict over dwindling resources. Nor is this only a distant prospect. The United Nations reports that there are already tens of millions of environmental refugees, forced to migrate or perish, and that the number is rising each year. Rich nations may be insulated for a time from the worst of these conditions, but eventually the refugees will cross their borders, as will high waters and invasive diseases and intensifying storms. If human beings do pass through such a bottleneck, the survivors will face conditions as harsh and grim as any faced by the most desperate poor in today’s world. They will pick over the debris of a collapsed civilization, on an Earth bearing only a fraction of the species alive today. To be sure, life will continue and take on new forms, as it has following previous mass extinctions, but how long and how well humankind will continue in that depleted world is an open question.

If one refuses to accept such a future as inevitable, as I do, then one is obliged to imagine how we might avoid it. We must begin by taking seriously the knowledge provided by science. I say seriously, rather than slavishly, because such knowledge is always provisional, open to refinement or correction as new data and new models emerge, and our views must be open to correction as well. In projecting scenarios for trends in the climate, oceans, arable lands, and biodiversity over the next decades or centuries, scientists, like my fictional bear experts, offer probabilities, not certainties. How could they do otherwise, given the bewildering complexity of Earth as a biophysical system and the impossibility of predicting how humans will act? Will we continue on our current path of growth, consumption, and pollution until ecological disasters force us to change? Or will we decide, individually and collectively, to take precautions now and pursue a different path?

In our private lives, we are accustomed to taking precautions in light of probabilities. That is the basis of insurance, preventive medicine, and mechanical maintenance. Climate skeptics often argue that we should not spend money or phase out the burning of fossil fuels in order to avert ecological havoc since the havoc might not occur, yet most of the same people buy fire insurance without waiting for their houses to burn. They change the oil in their cars without waiting to see whether chugging along on dirty oil will eventually cause the engine to seize up. They quit smoking without waiting to see whether, by continuing, they will end up with lung cancer. They take medicine to lower their blood pressure without waiting to discover if hypertension really does cause heart attacks and strokes.

People are far more willing to make such efforts out of concern for their personal well-being, yet the logic is the same for acting on behalf of our common well-being. Thus, refurbishing bridges helps to forestall their collapse; providing food at school for poor children helps to ensure they will become healthy and productive adults; limiting the catch in fisheries helps to assure a sustainable harvest over the long term; creating state and federal parks, forests, and wilderness areas preserves these lands for public use. Such precautionary logic also undergirds proposals for a carbon tax that would be levied at the point when fossil fuels are extracted from the ground. By even the most hostile reckoning, such a tax would cost the typical household far less than it currently pays for property insurance, and the bulk of the revenue collected, if distributed equitably to all citizens, might reduce the per-household cost to zero. By creating an incentive for reducing the role of fossil fuels in our economy and for increasing the role of conservation and renewable energy, a carbon tax would help shield us against the worst effects of climate disruption, benefitting not only every human alive today but all those who will come after us, as well as all of our fellow species.

What might move us to go beyond self-concern to spend money and effort on behalf of the common good and future generations? We might be moved by admiration for the human experiment, with all its music and mischief, its poetry and promise. We might be moved by religious traditions that view Earth and its creatures as sacred, and view human beings as responsible for maintaining the health of the living community. We might be moved by the grandeur of nature and by gratitude for the miracle of life, with or without believing in a deity. We might be moved by love for children or chickadees, for humpback whales or honeybees—indeed, for any and all creatures, desiring that they continue to flourish. We might be moved by the examples of those many people, across our land and abroad, who have devoted their lives to reducing suffering and fostering well-being. We might be moved by art, which enlarges the reach of our sympathetic imagination and answers the world’s beauty with beauty of its own.
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The inventive, shaping power that animates art and science is continuous with the power that shapes and drives the universe. People have referred to that power as Yahweh or God, Brahman or Tao, and by a thousand other names. If by naming this ultimate reality we claim to have understood it, then we delude ourselves. Yet if we discard all such names as archaic or misleading, we are still left with the mystery of how the universe came to be, how it continues, how it happens to obey the physical laws we observe, and how it keeps generating new forms. One need not believe that this nameless power takes any notice of us, let alone that the cosmos was made for our benefit, in order to marvel at where we live, and to yearn to preserve the resilience and glory of our home planet.

Evolution has not prepared us to escape our current impasse; to curb our appetites or our numbers; to care for the well-being of strangers on the other side of the river, let alone on the other side of the world; nor to care about strangers who will live on Earth long after we are gone. Insofar as humanity has been moved to such caring, the change has come about through culture rather than biology. Our ways of thinking, and consequently our ways of acting, have adapted far more rapidly than our bodies to changing conditions—as witness the shift in attitudes toward slavery, homosexuality, the rights of women, and the needs of other species. Our evolutionary inheritance makes us suckers for advertisements and flag-waving wars, for sugar and sex, but it also provides us with a brain capable of gazing back at the universe and deciphering how nature works, a brain capable of inventing calculus and composing symphonies, a brain that keeps envisioning new and superior ways of living.

There is no guarantee we will achieve a way of life that sustains a human civilization while maintaining the health of the planet. We may already have done too much damage, consumed too much of Earth’s riches. The institutions we have created—armies, corporations, bureaucracies—may thwart any changes that threaten their power or profits. If to be optimistic is to feel confident that things will turn out well for our species, then I am not optimistic. I am hopeful, however, which means I believe that, no matter how things might turn out, there is good work to be done right now—steps we can take toward a future in which humans live in harmony with one another and with the rest of nature.

Millions of people are taking such steps, in poor nations as well as rich ones. Recognizing the impact of an expanding population, they are choosing to produce fewer children. Instead of identifying themselves as consumers, they see themselves as creators, providers, stewards. They rely less on money and more on imagination. They make their own art and tell their own stories instead of surrendering to canned entertainment. They conserve energy and derive more of that energy from wind and sun. They practice and teach the skills necessary for meeting basic needs. They defend their lands and waters from abuse, on behalf of the whole living community. Whether enough of us will make such choices, and do so quickly enough, who can say? We are a young species, unfinished, still discovering our way. In order to live sustainably on a finite planet, we need not change our nature, we need only unfold the potential inside us.




Useless Beauty
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IN A NICHE ABOVE OUR hearth, alongside books and rocks and birds’ nests, my wife and I keep the shell of a chambered nautilus. My mother bought it for us at a flea market more than thirty years ago, thinking we might welcome a reminder of the ocean here in landlocked Indiana. Like the shell of a lowly snail, and like our galaxy, it has a spiral shape. When the nautilus was in residence, it would have floated with the knobby core of the spiral uppermost and the curving tail pointed down. As large as a saucer and thinner than fine porcelain, our shell has been sliced down the middle in such a way as to produce two symmetrical halves, which we display side by side, one half showing the exterior and the other showing the interior. On the outside, wavy stripes the color of butterscotch radiate from the center of the spiral, contrasting with an ivory background, which is faintly grooved, as if from brushstrokes in glossy paint. The lustrous interior reveals a sequence of chambers resembling crescent moons, thirty in all, which the nautilus fashioned as it grew, beginning with a cranny too small to see without a magnifying glass and increasing, step by step, to the size of a child’s grin. It is a marvelous feat of construction—as if a baby fashioned its own cradle, and then, having outgrown that first home, went on to make a crib, a bedroom, a hut, a cottage, a mansion, on and on, all life long.

Over the years, visitors have often admired the shell. Many ask if they might look at it more closely, and I am always happy to reach the two pieces down from their niche and lay them in curious hands. The visitors run their fingers over the tigerish stripes on the exterior, tilt the half shell to catch the sheen of its pearly interior, examine the spiraling chambers. They marvel at how a deep-sea animal could produce such elegant patterns and captivating colors. Some visitors go further and ask a question that the nautilus shell has long posed for me—not how this beauty is produced, but why. Why such beauty in a seashell? For that matter, why such beauty in a sunset, in blossom or birdsong or butterfly wing, or anywhere at all?

Allow this innocent question into your mind, and it will be followed by a host of others that philosophers have pondered for ages: What is beauty? Is it an intrinsic feature of the world, like the mass of an apple, or is it an artifact of human perception, like the apple’s red color? If beauty is an aspect of reality, independent of our perceptions, how does it arise—purely by the operation of physical laws, or by design? If by physical laws, how do they happen to generate a quality so pleasing to us? And if by design, then who or what is the designer? Whatever its nature and whatever its source, why does beauty appeal to us so deeply? Why do we crave it, savor it, and seek it out, and why do we strive to create beauty with our hands and minds and voices?

Despite having devoted thousands of pages to these questions, philosophers disagree about the answers—as they tend to do about all the perennial puzzles, such as how we know what we know, how we should act, what the universe is made of, and why there is a universe at all. As an amateur, I will leave the great enigma of beauty to the experts and merely reflect on one small piece of the puzzle, which I stumbled across while reading about the chambered nautilus.

According to scientists, the pattern on the outside of the shell, which we find so lovely, provides camouflage from predators and prey. The wavy butterscotch stripes, thick and dark on the portion of the shell that floats on top, gradually fade as the spiral opens, leaving the bottom portion clear. Seen from above, the stripes obscure the outlines of the shell and blend into the darkness of the deeps; seen from below, the unmarked ivory blends with light from the surface. That we find these markings gorgeous is a happy accident. What seems beautiful to us is beneficial to the nautilus, a legacy of evolution, helping its kind survive for some five hundred million years.

But what about the shell’s interior—that mother-of-pearl luster, that exquisite series of crescent-shaped chambers—all invisible to predators? This beauty gave no benefit to the nautilus; indeed, it sealed its doom, for the only predator that knew of this hidden splendor was the two-legged kind that fished the shell from the sea and sliced it in half and introduced it to the marketplace of beautiful objects. Although of no use to the nautilus, this interior beauty has kept the fragile half shells intact as they passed through innumerable hands, including my wife’s and mine and those of our curious visitors.
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Among the things in nature we find beautiful, many, like the outer pattern on a nautilus shell, are the result of natural selection, adaptations that improve the chances of survival for an organism or a species. Think of the peacock’s tail, attractive to mates. Think of the monarch butterfly’s cautionary orange and gold, or the Day-Glo colors on rain-forest frogs, warning of the poisons they carry. Think of the zebra’s stripes, confusing to predators, or the scent of roses, alluring to pollinators. Consider the chameleon’s shifting colors, the buck’s imposing antlers, the song of the canyon wren, the beaks of hummingbirds exactly fitted to sources of nectar, the white crowns of clover seductive to bees, the courtship dance of sandhill cranes or the daredevil flights of woodcocks, the flicker of fireflies, the cries of spring peepers, the fiddling of crickets—all can be explained as resulting from natural selection. You could discover as many examples as there are living species, for if you carefully observe anything alive, you will find something biologically useful that is also beautiful.

In addition to that useful beauty, however, you will discover something more, an extravagance of design, an opulence of materials—like the pearly interior of the nautilus shell—that serves no evident purpose, other than to make the natural world inexhaustibly interesting. If you study flowers, for instance, you will find quite a few that seem fancier than they need to be. Look at fuchsia, with its blossom of purple pantaloons overtopped by a pink tiara. Look at bleeding heart, with its plump valentine blossoms dangling from the stem like charms on a bracelet. Look at iris, with its streaked petals flung out in all directions, like the blurred arms of a whirling dervish. Or look at wild columbine, which might be a scarlet moon lander, with five spurs thrust skyward like spiky antennae, five pointed sepals spread out like wings, a white interior for a firing chamber, and yellow threads of stamens shooting downward like the tracery of rockets. If color, odor, and beckoning shape are the key signals to pollinators, why all the flair and filigree?

The same lovely extravagance shows up everywhere you look or listen in the living world, from the dazzling patterns of microscopic diatoms to the sea-filling arias of humpback whales. The wings of butterflies known as painted ladies resemble the stained glass on Tiffany lampshades, a fanciful collage of swirls and curlicues and eye-shaped spots. There are beetles covered in polka-dots, beetles as shiny and colorful as new cars in a showroom, beetles bearing scrawls on their backs as jazzy as urban graffiti. There are fish gaudier than clowns, salamanders flashier than neon signs, medusas like alien spacecraft, birds as flamboyant as Victorian Easter hats. Look anywhere you like—at monkeys or mushrooms, cacti or dragonflies, fritillaries or ferns, leafhoppers or leaves—and you will discover designs more various than any vocabulary we might use to describe them.

Even if this seeming excess of beauty could be accounted for as biologically useful, what of the glories in the nonliving world? What of sunsets and sunrises? What of the northern lights? What of the moon, our fellow traveler, with its captivating phases? What of the stars, those faithful Muses? What of the sea, with its troughs and swells, its rhythmic drumming on the shore, its vast expanses for the eye to roam? What of canyons and crevasses, waterfalls and glaciers, the play of current in rivers, the restless ballet of clouds?

There’s useless beauty everywhere, even among seemingly stolid rocks. Here in the limestone country of southern Indiana, for example, our creek beds are littered with brownish lumps of mineral sediment called geodes. Ranging from the size of peas to the size of basketballs, they are dull on the outside, with little to catch the eye, but if you find one that has been cracked open, or if you split it yourself with a hammer, inside you will find translucent crystals of quartz, or bands of purple amethyst, orange agate, pale-blue chalcedony, or sultry-red jasper, colors and forms as resplendent as anything a jeweler could offer.

Our remote ancestors paid heed to such earthly and heavenly glories, painted them on the walls of caves, wove them into religions and rugs, etched them into stories and stones. In the past few centuries, however, our ingenious technology has revealed beauties from realms our early ancestors knew nothing of. Telescopes, microscopes, cameras mounted in satellites or in deep-sea submersibles, receivers capable of reading the whole spectrum of light and sound, and a slew of other devices have greatly extended the range of our senses. If you graduated from childhood without having looked through a microscope at the menagerie of beasts in a drop of pond water, or through a telescope at craters on the moon, you were deprived.

More powerful instruments reveal even more astonishing designs. The compound eye of an ordinary housefly, viewed through a scanning electron microscope, might be mistaken for the head of a sunflower or a geodesic dome; at higher magnification, the facets of that eye look like hexagonal pastries crowded onto a baking sheet. Undersea rovers have photographed luminous creatures more exotic and majestic than anything conjured up by the makers of science fiction films. The Hubble Space Telescope has brought us mesmerizing close-ups of our sister planets and of our own precious globe; peering into distances that stagger the imagination, it has also brought us images of quasars, supernovae, black holes, and other spectacular phenomena that were unknown even to astronomers a century ago. Moreover, thanks to computers, databanks, and the World Wide Web, you can summon up such revelations in your home, school, or library, or through a gadget that will fit into your palm. You can listen to whale song, watch meteor showers, trace the motions of amoebas, study a lattice of carbon atoms, or glimpse exploding stars. If you have access to this technology, you can behold riches that were hidden from every previous generation.
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Wherever we look, from the dirt under our feet to the edge of the expanding cosmos, and on every scale from atoms to galaxies, the universe appears to be saturated with beauty. What are we to make of this?

If you believe that so much stunning design can only be the work of a cosmic Designer, then the Designer must be inordinately fond of beauty (as the British biologist J. B. S. Haldane is said to have remarked about God’s regard for beetles). It would seem to follow, for anyone who holds such a belief, that this beauty is sacred to the Designer, and is therefore deserving of our care. We can’t protect the glittering stars or flaming sunset or cycling moon, but we can protect the streams that salmon need for spawning, the high plains where sage grouse dance, the ancient forests required by spotted owls, the Arctic calving grounds of caribou. We can defend the last groves of redwoods from loggers, the creeks and mountaintops of Appalachia from miners, the ocean floor from trawlers, the atmosphere from polluters.

On the other hand, if you believe these ubiquitous beauties can be accounted for entirely by the operation of material processes, you may nonetheless treasure them. Indeed, you may treasure them all the more, as gifts we have no reason to expect from an indifferent universe. You may feel an obligation to protect whatever falls within your reach, not because it is divinely created, not because you can eat it or wear it or display it above your hearth, but because you love the beautiful thing itself—a creature, a species, a place. Even if you happen not to marvel at salmon or wolves, even if you’ve never seen an unplowed prairie or unlogged forest, you might still favor the protection of these and other natural beauties out of a respect for the people who do know and love them.

Or you might take yet a third view of these matters, a view that will long since have occurred to the philosophers in my imagined audience. You might argue that what I call beauty is not a feature of the universe at all, sacred or secular, but only a quality of experience, a certain inner weather, like sorrow or joy. Even on this view, if beauty is merely a label for a feeling, that inner state is so enthralling, so invigorating, so nourishing, you might wish to protect whatever source outside of consciousness gives rise to it, for your own sake and for the sake of others who could enjoy the same experience. If it thrills you to hear owls call from a deep wood, you want the woods and owls to survive, and you want your own children or children yet unborn to have a chance of feeling the same thrill.

Whatever our philosophical or scientific or religious views, a close attention to beauty in the natural world ought to inspire in us an ethic of ecological care. It ought to make us live lightly. It ought to make us ardent supporters of laws aimed at protecting air, water, soil, endangered species, and wilderness. Ought to—but frequently doesn’t. Those who regard beauty as only the name of a pleasurable feeling might find all the stimulation they desire in movies or music or mathematics, without recourse to nature. Those who regard the universe as a machine that has been grinding away for billions of years, without purpose or direction, might regard natural beauty as having no intrinsic value, but only as a commodity to be used up or discarded to suit our appetites. Those who believe in a beauty-loving Creator often claim, based on a literal reading of the Bible, that the universe is only a few thousand years old, and that everything in it, on Earth and beyond, was created for humans to exploit.

Our collective behavior suggests that the dominant view, at least in America, is that nothing in nature has value except insofar as it is useful to humans—and useful today, not in some future generation. What good is a wilderness if we can’t drill it for oil or mine it for minerals? What good is an ancient forest if it doesn’t yield board feet of lumber? Why protect wild salmon if we can grow fish in concrete vats laced with chemicals? Why worry about any nonhuman creature if it stands in the way of our plans?

This is not a minority view. These utilitarian sentiments resound from legislatures, boardrooms, and editorial pages; they permeate economics textbooks and the buy-it-now babble of advertisements; they guide shoppers looking for the cheapest deal.

Measured by its consequences, the utilitarian ethic has proven to be disastrous. A child born in America today enters a world chock-full of human comforts and contrivances, but sorely depleted of natural wealth—topsoil lost, rivers dammed, air and water poisoned, wetlands drained, roadsides and oceans littered with trash, resources squandered, species extinguished. We are trading forested mountaintops for cut-rate electricity. We are swapping the sound of meadowlarks and the sight of prairie coneflowers for casinos and parking lots. We are sacrificing rain forests for hamburgers, coral reefs for island cruises, glaciers for SUVs. With every upward tick of the GDP, the richness and resilience of the greater-than-human world declines.

Of course, that same child born in America today may never know what has been lost. She may take the diminished world as the way things must be, if we are to enjoy what Madison Avenue and Wall Street call progress and prosperity. With each passing year, Americans on average spend more and more of their time inside human constructions—buildings and vehicles; symbolic zones made out of numbers, musical notes, or, like this essay, out of words; and inside the trance of TV, video games, and the burgeoning empire of cyberspace. Cut off from direct contact with natural beauty, people make do with crude substitutes—plastic flowers, air freshener, Muzak—with artistic imitations—films, photographs, and recordings—or with tokens—flowers in vases, flowing water in fountains, nautilus shells above the hearth. If those counterfeits and borrowings are all we know of nature, then natural beauty is in jeopardy, for we will not protect what we do not know.
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A final look at the interior of our nautilus shell suggests a possible way out of this impasse, a way of reconciling the world we’ve made with the greater world that made us. By compressing nitrogen into those inner chambers, the nautilus can regulate its buoyancy, ranging in its seemingly fragile hull from the shallows of tropical seas to depths of two thousand feet, nearly ten times as deep as a scuba diver could safely go. More intriguing, the pattern of crescent-shaped chambers illustrates a mathematical rule, first described by Descartes, called a logarithmic spiral. The formula can be written out in a string of symbols shorter than the title of this essay. The same pattern appears widely in nature—in the bands of hurricane winds, the spiral arms of galaxies, the array of seeds in sunflowers, the heads of certain broccolis, a hawk’s curving approach to its prey, even in some wave-scoured beaches.

This congruence between nature and numbers does not lead me to conclude, with Pythagoras, that the universe is mathematics writ large, but rather the opposite—that mathematics is the universe writ small. Indeed, this consonance between the patterns we make and the patterns we find in nature reinforces my sense that not only mathematics but also music, poetry, painting, photography, storytelling, dance—all forms of art and symbolic language—are manifestations, through human beings, of the cosmic penchant for creating beauty. The universe out of which we have evolved is inscribed in our intelligence and imagination. This does not make us gods, nor does it justify our dominion over Earth, but it does confirm that we belong here, in spite of what otherworldly religions claim. The creative genius of nature runs right through us, as it runs through the chambered nautilus.

I will let the philosophers define what beauty is. But I think I understand some of what beauty does. It calls us out of ourselves. It feeds our senses. It provides standards for art and science, for language and literature. It inspires affection and gratitude. How then should we live, in a world overflowing with such bounty? Rejoice in it, care for it, and strive to add our own mite of beauty, with whatever power and talent we possess.




The Infinite Extent of Our Relations
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I FIRST READ WALDEN WHEN I was seventeen, the summer before starting college, at the urging of a high school teacher who sensed that my adolescent mind, brimming with questions, would benefit from grappling with a truly radical thinker. Much of the book baffled me. The tone shifted unpredictably from conversational to prophetic, from jokey to stern, from earthy to mystical. I was bewildered by some of the lengthy sentences, which zigzagged among ideas and images, and I was stumped by the cryptic short ones, which seemed to compress whole paragraphs of meaning into a few words.

Not yet having made any big decisions about how to lead my life, I couldn’t figure out what was troubling this Henry David Thoreau. So what if his neighbors thought he should use his Harvard degree to land a job and a wife, and then proceed to have kids, buy a house, get rich, and distribute alms to the poor? Couldn’t he just ignore the scolds and go his own way? Not yet having lost a loved one to accident, illness, or old age, I only dimly understood his brooding about that amoral process we call nature. So what if armies of red ants and black ants slaughtered one another or herons gobbled tadpoles? Why fret because a dead horse stank up the woods and a thousand seeds perished for each one that took root? What did all that mayhem and waste have to do with us, the owners of souls aiming at heaven?

At seventeen, still a believer in souls and heaven, I didn’t know which parts of the book were supposed to be wise and which parts cranky, so I read it all with an open mind. While missing much, I was sufficiently intrigued by the story of Thoreau’s sojourn in the woods and sufficiently engaged by his cocky, inquisitive manner to keep reading. His brashness was evident from the opening paragraphs, where he announces that he will write in the first person, thus breaking one of the cardinal rules of composition I had learned in school, and he places himself at the center of his book without apology: “I should not talk so much about myself if there were any body else whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience.” As a boy from the back roads of Ohio, untraveled and unsophisticated, wondering what to make of my own narrow experience, I felt Thoreau was speaking to me, an impression confirmed a few lines later: “Perhaps these pages are more particularly addressed to poor students.” While I was a good student academically, I was a poor one financially, able to enroll in an Ivy League college that fall thanks only to a full scholarship.

Short of cash, I was long on country skills. My parents and neighbors, all of them frugal, taught me how to hunt, fish, garden, preserve food, fence a pasture, care for livestock, fell trees, fix machines, repair a house, run electrical wiring, and sew on buttons. That summer of my first Walden reading I spent as an apprentice carpenter, learning to frame, hang drywall, install trim, and shingle roofs. So I took seriously Thoreau’s suggestion that the students at Harvard, instead of paying rent, could have saved money and gained practical knowledge by building their own dormitories. I was fascinated by his detailed account of the cabin construction, from the digging of a cellar hole and the laying up of a chimney to the plastering of walls. Because I enjoyed such work, I understood why he would ask: “Shall we forever resign the pleasure of construction to the carpenter? What does architecture amount to in the experience of the mass of men? I never in all my walks came across a man engaged in so simple and natural an occupation as building his house.” Since I had cobbled together tree houses in the backyard maples, forts in the meadow, and brush huts in the woods, and since I had helped frame homes for strangers, I expected to build my own house one day.

Here was a philosopher with dirt under his fingernails and calluses on his palms. Here was a man famous for his ideas who could say, “To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve some of the problems of life, not only theoretically, but practically.” The thrifty, resourceful people among whom I grew up prepared me to admire Thoreau’s effort to provide some of the necessities of life with his own hands—not only by constructing a cabin but also by sawing and splitting fallen trees for the stove (from Emerson’s woodlot), by hauling water from the pond (still safe to drink in his day), and by hoeing beans (he made it only partway through his seven miles of rows and resolved to plant fewer the following year).

I did not yet appreciate, however, why he took such pains to distinguish between the necessities of life and luxuries, between enough and too much. When I packed for college that summer, everything I owned—clothes, books, towel, toiletries, clock radio, slide rule—fit into my grandfather’s sea trunk, which I could carry on my shoulder. I did not feel encumbered by property. Nor did I feel, with a radio as my only electronic device and without a car, that technology was forcing me to live at a faster and faster pace, and thus I could not grasp why Thoreau fretted about the accelerating influence of railroads, factories, and the telegraph. Likewise, in that limbo between high school and college, without bills to pay or appointments to keep, with no occupations aside from carpentry, reading, meals, and sleep, I felt no need to simplify my life.
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While my upbringing enabled me to follow the practical side of what Thoreau called his “experiment” in simple living, my youth prevented me from fully understanding the philosophy that accompanied it. My difficulty had as much to do with his style as with his ideas. I puzzled over his paradoxes: “We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us.” I resisted his exaggerations: “I have lived some thirty years on this planet, and I have yet to hear the first syllable of valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors.” Well, I found myself asking, who had taught him to build houses, grow beans, or tie his shoes? If people older than thirty had nothing to teach him, why did he read all those ancient—and presumably elderly—sages from India and China and Greece? I bridled at his boastful claims: “There is a certain class of unbelievers who sometimes ask me such questions as, if I think that I can live on vegetable food alone; and to strike at the root of the matter at once,—for the root is faith,—I am accustomed to answer such, that I can live on board nails.” Really? Would those be the nails he salvaged from the Irishman’s shanty? Would he scrape off the rust before devouring them? Such faith, as he called it, reminded me of certain implausible beliefs I was beginning to question in church.

Thoreau often seemed to hide his meaning in riddles, like a Shakespearean fool wary of offending the king. (I had read King Lear at the urging of the same high school teacher.) What did he mean, for instance, by saying, “I have a great deal of company in my house; especially in the morning, when nobody calls”? Or what did he mean by saying of the men who came to fish in the pond at night that “they plainly fished much more in the Walden Pond of their own natures, and baited their hooks with darkness”? It was far from plain to me. Baiting with worms or crickets, sure. But darkness? Or when he claims, “It is a surprising and memorable, as well as valuable experience, to be lost in the woods any time,” how does he arrive, a few lines later, at his grand conclusion: “Not till we are lost, in other words, not till we have lost the world, do we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations”? Getting lost in the woods I could imagine, but I could not see how this might lead to finding one’s place in the cosmos.

Time and again, Walden makes such dizzying leaps from the literal to the symbolic. Consider one further example, from a passage on carpentry, a subject about which I was less ignorant than about most other things:


I would not be one of those who will foolishly drive a nail into mere lath and plastering; such a deed would keep me awake nights. Give me a hammer, and let me feel for the furring. Do not depend on the putty. Drive a nail home and clinch it so faithfully that you can wake up in the night and think of your work with satisfaction,—a work at which you would not be ashamed to invoke the Muse. So will help you God, and so only. Every nail driven should be as another rivet in the machine of the universe, you carrying on the work.



I knew about lath, plaster, putty, and furring; I knew about the satisfaction of driving a nail home with two or three blows. So I followed this passage easily enough until I came to the Muse and God, and then I scratched my head, wondering how they entered the picture, and wondering even more how a well-driven nail and the person who hammered it could be useful to the universe.

Even where the style posed no problems, I often balked at the philosophy. Take the chapter grandly entitled “Higher Laws.” In the opening lines, Thoreau confesses an urge to kill and devour a woodchuck raw, an impulse that stirs him to reflect: “I found in myself, and still find, an instinct toward a higher, or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and another toward a primitive rank and savage one, and I reverence them both.” Thus far I stayed with him, for I felt simultaneously the allure of science and girls, of books and basketball, and I was glad to think that both of these instincts deserved respect. But then Thoreau spends several pages elevating “purity” and denigrating everything “primitive rank and savage” about human life, from the eating of meat and the drinking of tea to “sensuality” of every kind, especially the “generative energy, which, when we are loose, dissipates and makes us unclean, when we are continent invigorates and inspires us.” Lest readers miss the allusion to sex, he goes on to insist that “chastity is the flowering of man,” sounding less like a dissident thinker than like a scoutmaster or high school nurse. Having begun by claiming to “reverence” the body’s urges, Thoreau ends by declaring, “He is blessed who is assured that the animal is dying out in him day by day, and the divine being established”—advice that could have come from St. Paul, the chief source of shame in my childhood.

Somewhere between hungering after a woodchuck and repudiating sex, Thoreau provoked me to say no. I could not have fully explained the grounds of my objection, neither at this point in my reading nor at any other point where I disagreed with him, but the fact of my disagreement, and the force of it, was exhilarating. I sensed that to question his philosophy, to test his ideas and opinions against my own reason and experience, was wholly in keeping with the philosophy itself.
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Despite my reservations and confusions, what came through to me from Walden, and what most excited me, was Thoreau’s desire to lead a meaningful life. The very title of the second chapter—“Where I Lived, and What I Lived For”—thrilled me. The “where” concerned me less than the “what for.” At seventeen, I imagined that life must have a purpose beyond mere survival and the passing on of genes, beyond piling up possessions, beyond auditioning for paradise. But what might that purpose be? How could one discover it? And if life did have a purpose beyond those dictated by religion, economics, or biology, what then? How should one live in light of it?

I was haunted by such questions, yet my friends never spoke of them, and the adults I knew seemed to have resigned themselves to one or another conventional answer. So it was heartening to find Thoreau asking these very questions, in a passage I would later discover to be among the most celebrated in the book:


I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next excursion. For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty about it, whether it is of the devil or of God, and have somewhat hastily concluded that it is the chief end of man here to “glorify God and enjoy him forever.”



Behind the bravado, I could hear his longing to find a true path, a way of spending his time and talents that would be worthy of the precious, fleeting gift of life. I shared that longing, as I shared his wariness about otherworldly philosophies. I did not recognize the source of his quotation in the last line—the Westminster Catechism, which opens with the declaration that “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.”—but I had heard such pieties often, in sermons that discounted the value of life here and now except as preparation for life hereafter. What appealed to me most deeply in that first reading of Walden was Thoreau’s determination to observe and enjoy the marvels of Earth, to be fully awake and alive, right here, right now.
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Today, fifty years and many rereadings later, Walden is quite a different book for me—less bewildering, since I have made my share of difficult choices and suffered my share of losses, and also more challenging, since I have come to recognize more clearly my own limitations as well as those of the book.

Although I have renovated the old house in which my wife and I reared our children, and in which we now entertain our grandchildren, I doubt that I will ever build a house from scratch. Although I remain cautious about technology—agreeing with Thoreau that many of our inventions merely offer “improved means to an unimproved end”—my life depends on electricity and petroleum and the devices they power, as well as on the global networks that supply them. I try to minimize my possessions, giving away whatever I don’t use, yet I keep acquiring new ones, which must be paid for, stored, insured, cleaned, repaired, and eventually replaced, thus demonstrating the truth of Thoreau’s dictum that “the cost of a thing is the amount of . . . life which is required to be exchanged for it, immediately or in the long run.” I would rather not think about money, yet I spend hours keeping track of its coming and going, mainly to satisfy the IRS, merchants, and banks. As a husband, father, and now a grandfather; as a teacher for over four decades; and as a citizen engaged in numerous causes, I bear responsibilities that I could not have imagined at the age of seventeen. No matter how I strive to simplify my life, it remains stubbornly complex. In short, I have failed to become the unencumbered, self-reliant, perpetually awake person I had envisioned in my youth.

Neither, I discovered, was Thoreau as unencumbered as he appeared to be on my first reading of Walden. During his sojourn in the woods, he frequently visited the village, saw friends, ate meals with his family, helped in the family pencil business, earned money from surveying and other jobs, carried on correspondence, gave lectures, and took trips. He revealed only part of himself on the page, which is all that even the most personal book can do. On the other hand, he presented far more of his thoughts and observations than actually occurred during the twenty-six months he spent living in the woods. The chronicle of his experiment at Walden Pond draws on material recorded in his journal from a period beginning years before and extending years after his time at the cabin. As a result, many passages in the book seem overstuffed, as if he felt compelled to include every anecdote, aphorism, witticism, image, and insight that had ever come to him concerning a given topic. Having worked with many young writers in my classes, and having once been a young writer myself, I recognize this tendency to excess as a common sign of ambition. Better overdo it than leave out something valuable. I am now more tolerant of this and other stylistic quirks in Walden. The bluster and bragging are more than compensated for by the vigor and candor. For every showy allusion to classical literature or mythology, there is a burst of gritty American vernacular. For every willful obscurity in the prose, there are a dozen brilliant clarities.

While I am less inclined to quarrel with the style of Walden, I am more inclined to question some of the postures and opinions of the brash narrator. Thoreau’s portrait of a solitary, self-sufficient life in the woods now appears to me as excessively, if unconsciously, male. His radical individualism, however necessary in his day as a bulwark against demands for conformity from church and society, now appears too narrow, rejecting as it does all responsibility of the self toward others. His opposition of spirit and flesh strikes me today as an expression of the dualism at the root of our ecological crisis, a dualism that sets mind against matter, culture against wildness. Thus our patron saint of environmentalism can declare: “Nature is hard to be overcome, but she must be overcome.” Recognizing such misgivings does not diminish my appreciation for the book’s many strengths, or my gratitude for all that it has taught me.

When I compare my current reading of Walden with impressions from that first reading, I am reminded of Italo Calvino’s remark that books read in youth can be “formative, in the sense that they give a form to future experiences, providing models, terms of comparison, schemes for classification, scales of value, exemplars of beauty . . . If we reread the book at a mature age, we are likely to rediscover these constants, which by this time are part of our inner mechanisms, but whose origins we have long forgotten.” My experience differs from Calvino’s description only in that I have not forgotten the source of those “inner mechanisms.” The example of Thoreau’s life and the challenge of his thought remain potent influences for me, as they have been potent influences for generations of readers.

Of all his writings, Walden has had the broadest impact, moving countless people to seek a way of life that is close to nature, materially simple, purposeful, and reflective. His vision has been transmitted and transmuted through a lineage of American writers, from John Muir and Aldo Leopold and Rachel Carson to Wendell Berry and Terry Tempest Williams and Bill McKibben, all of them striving to harmonize human behavior with the constraints and patterns of our planetary home. We are far from achieving such a harmony—as witness climate disruption, for example, or the accelerated extinction of species—but we would be farther still without the questioning and imagining Thoreau inspired. We have him to thank, as much as anyone, for the shift in consciousness that led to the creation of America’s national parks, designated wilderness areas, and laws aimed at protecting air and water and soil. We still need his cautionary, curmudgeonly voice, because in our day the craving for more—more stuff, more money, more power—no longer merely enslaves individuals; it degrades the conditions for life on Earth.
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Great books read us as surely as we read them, revealing, by the aspects of our character and personal history they illuminate, who we are. Today when I revisit Walden it is usually in the company of my students, whose reactions remind me of my own early bafflement, resistance, and exhilaration. When they protest, as they often do, that they have no taste for Thoreau’s experiment in simple living, I draw their attention to his disclaimer: “I would not have any one adopt my mode of living on any account; for, beside that before he has fairly learned it I may have found out another for myself, I desire that there may be as many different persons in the world as possible; but I would have each one be very careful to find out and pursue his own way, and not his father’s or his mother’s or his neighbor’s instead.” Finding out and pursuing one’s own way, while learning all one can about the ways that others have found, is the essential task not merely of education but of life.

Thoreau continued his search after moving from the cabin back into town, a search that would lead to his public denunciation of slavery, to inventions that improved the making of pencils and the refining of graphite, to meticulous natural history studies, to research on Native Americans, to essays and journals and travel accounts that would fill a shelf of books published after his death. Wanting my students to bear in mind that ongoing life, beyond the confines of Walden, I draw their attention to another passage, this one from the final chapter: “I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it seemed to me that I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that one. It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we fall into a particular route, and make a beaten track for ourselves.” What he sought for himself and urged for his readers was the freedom to keep thinking, keep experimenting, keep striking out afresh.

We commonly imagine Thoreau outdoors, chasing loons on the pond, watching frozen mud thaw, identifying wildflowers, plucking wild fruits. But those excursions were informed and interpreted during countless hours he spent indoors, reading and writing. The chapter of Walden called “Reading” is a hymn to books, as eloquent as any of his tributes to nature. “Books are the treasured wealth of the world and the fit inheritance of generations and nations,” he declares, recommending to us not just any books, but the great ones, the classics, those “we have to stand on tiptoe to read and devote our most alert and wakeful hours to.” Such effort, he promises, will be abundantly repaid:


There are probably words addressed to our condition exactly, which, if we could really hear and understand, would be more salutary than the morning or the spring to our lives, and possibly put a new aspect on the face of things for us. How many a man has dated a new era in his life from the reading of a book. The book exists for us perchance which will explain our miracles and reveal new ones. The at present unutterable things we may find somewhere uttered. These same questions that disturb and puzzle and confound us have in their turn occurred to all the wise men; not one has been omitted; and each has answered them, according to his ability, by his words and his life.



Besieged as we are by advertisements and the cult of consumerism, racing to keep up with our gadgets, rushing from one sensation to the next, we need more than ever to ask the questions posed in Walden: What is life for? What are the necessities of a good life? How much is enough? Do we own our devices, or do they own us? What is our place in nature? How do we balance individual freedom with social responsibility? How should we spend our days? Whether or not Walden speaks to your condition, I tell my students, there are other books that will do so, giving voice to what you have felt but have not been able to say, asking your deepest questions, stirring you to more intense life.




Language vs. Lies
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ON A TRIP TO THE grocery store with my mother soon after I learned to read, I noticed bottles of dishwashing soap called Joy. The name evoked the feeling I had when romping with a puppy or rolling down a grassy hill. I did not see how that feeling could be put in a bottle, as if it were orange juice or milk. When I asked my mother why the soap was named Joy, she replied, “To make you want to buy it, dear.”

This may have been the first time I grasped that words can be used to deceive as well as to convey something true about the world. Since then, merchants and advertisers have reinforced the lesson for me time and again, right up to this morning, when I bicycled past a billboard that showed a frosty bottle of Coca-Cola alongside the slogan “Open Happiness.”

We all know that merchandizing is designed to seduce us by linking something we value—joy, sex, health, adventure, power, status, comfort, family—with something for sale—soap, soda, cars, cell phones, insurance, medicine, video games, credit cards. The links may be verbal, visual, or both. Disposable diapers are marketed as Luvs. Coal is promoted as green energy. Agricultural poisons hide behind trade names such as Harmony, Liberty, Prosper, and Prestige. Bloated SUVs, bearing names such as Expedition and Yukon, are presented in ads against a backdrop of mountains, even though most of their miles (typically fifteen per gallon) will be spent hauling kids, commuters, and groceries around town. The names and photos imply that by cruising in a three-ton automobile you can be Lewis, Clark, or Sacagawea, without the nuisance of mosquitoes, grizzly bears, or sweat.

These tricks are childishly simple, of course, yet they fool enough people enough of the time to drive our frenzied consumerism, thereby justifying the billions of dollars spent annually on advertising. It is difficult to exaggerate the pervasiveness of sales pitches. We are assaulted by ads through television, radio, websites, catalogs, billboards, spam, product placement in films, brand names on the garments of passersby, motel card keys, signs on the roofs of taxis and the sides of buses, loudspeakers at gas pumps, and virtually every other visible, audible, or legible medium. Recently, merchants have begun paying people to wear logos on their foreheads as temporary tattoos. On the beach of an island where I was building a sandcastle with my granddaughters one recent summer—safely distant, I imagined, from the commercial onslaught—we were forced to listen hour upon hour to the drone of airplanes dragging banners overhead hawking movies and liquor.

The barrage of ads aims to stir in us a constant craving, and to persuade us that we can satisfy our craving by spending money. So much is obvious. But ubiquitous merchandizing affects more than our buying habits. It monopolizes our attention. It trains us to think of ourselves as consumers, defined by our purchases and possessions, rather than as citizens, defined by our membership in communities. It distracts us from genuine sources of happiness, many of which are not for sale, such as nature, storytelling, evening strolls, and service to our neighbors. Worst of all, commerce appropriates and corrupts the language for everything we value, from adventure to zest, and it leads us to expect that all public uses of language will be dishonest and manipulative. Made cynical by the lies of merchants, we are more likely to shrug at the lies of politicians, generals, pundits, televangelists, and propagandists.

The link between the deceptions of advertising and those of public life first became evident to me in the 1950s, when the cataclysmic power that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki was touted as the “peaceful atom,” and when racial segregation in the South was defended in the name of “states’ rights.” Covering up ugly realities with pretty words is a practice as old, I suspect, as human speech. Our word euphemism derives from the ancient Greek euphemismos, which means to use words of good omen, words that mask the stark truth.

There is a long, sordid history of such verbal chicanery in America: slavery was justified as an effort to “civilize savages”; the uprooting and massacre of indigenous people was declared to be the work of “Manifest Destiny”; Jim Crow laws pretended to guarantee “separate but equal” status for African Americans; from the beginnings of union organizing in the nineteenth century, workers agitating for a living wage and safer conditions have been denounced as communists, socialists, or anarchists; the prisons holding Japanese Americans during World War II were called “relocation centers” or “citizen isolation centers”; during the Vietnam War, the slaughter of civilians under U.S. bombs was described as “collateral damage,” a bit of flimflam still in use today by military apologists.

George Orwell warned of such distortions, most famously in 1984, with its lexicon of “Newspeak,” and more concisely in “Politics and the English Language,” an essay published in the immediate aftermath of World War II. The essay opens by arguing that “the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts,” and that the careful, candid use of language “is a necessary first step towards political regeneration.” More troubling than slovenly language, the essay goes on to say, is language cleverly “designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”

In Orwell’s day, genocide was disguised as “the final solution,” as it has been disguised as “ethnic cleansing” in our day. The deliberate burning of Dresden and other cities through concentrated aerial attacks was labeled “area bombing” by the British and “precision bombing” by the Americans. The latter phrase, implying that the obliteration of human works and human beings is a technological achievement, continues to be favored by Pentagon spokespeople and TV anchors.

How we name things matters, as merchants and manufacturers recognize. It matters all the more in politics, where labels and slogans often have life-and-death consequences. The second Bush administration initially referred to 9/11 as a crime, which would have made it a matter for the police and FBI. But soon the script changed, and officials were calling it an act of war, which made it a matter for the Pentagon. The 2001 invasion of Afghanistan, code-named “Operation Enduring Freedom,” and the 2003 invasion of Iraq, code-named “Operation Iraqi Freedom,” duly followed. Soon torture became “enhanced interrogation.” The handing over of prisoners to thuggish regimes became “extraordinary rendition.” Suspects targeted by the United States for assassination, without criminal charges or trial, became “unlawful combatants,” a ruse designed to exclude them from protection under the Geneva Conventions. The mental ravaging suffered by soldiers—bluntly called “shell shock” during World War I—became “post-traumatic stress disorder,” a bland term often further reduced to an acronym, PTSD, which obscures the origins of these wounds.

War, torture, and assassination have been sold to the American people with the same methods used in marketing any new product, and with as little regard for the truth. It may seem a stretch to compare the deceptive naming of torture with the deceptive naming of herbicide, or to compare the claim that war will bring freedom with the claim that a soft drink will bring happiness. While the stakes may be different in politics and commerce, however, the rhetorical moves are the same, and the dishonesty of one inures us to the dishonesty of the other. Instead of making us more resistant to such manipulation, our immersion in advertising has made us numb to it.

Since there appears to be no limit to the spread of commerce, and no likelihood that apologists for immoral acts will suddenly be seized by candor, what can we do? We can examine every slogan and label critically—those we use ourselves as well as those we encounter in the public arena. We can challenge euphemisms. We can insist that torture is torture, murder is murder, poison is poison. We can expose verbal tricks. We can defend the names of things we value from those who would corrupt them.

We can maintain, for example, that corporations are legal constructs, not persons, and therefore not entitled to the rights of human beings, regardless of what a slender majority on the Supreme Court argued in the notorious 2010 Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission ruling. We can explain that “outsourcing” means the elimination of jobs in one place by moving them to another place, usually abroad, where labor is cheaper and safeguards for workers and nature are weaker. We can show that what the coal industry calls “mountaintop removal mining” is really mountain destruction mining, because the forests, animals, topsoil, and stone blasted from the peaks and dumped into waterways are not simply “removed,” as a hat or the lid of a pot might be, but are permanently shattered, fouling streams, annihilating habitats, and erasing beauty.

We can explain that “death taxes” are not levied on the dead, who have passed beyond reach of the IRS, but on the heirs, who did nothing to earn the money; and they are levied, moreover, only on a tiny fraction of estates, the gargantuan ones, which typically accumulate tax-free in shelters available only to the superrich. We can observe that abortion opponents who advocate the “right to life” of fetuses rarely show equal concern for the needs of the resulting children, let alone for the fate of the millions of species that are being driven to extinction by the relentless growth of human population.

There is no shortage of “pure wind” blowing through legislatures, courtrooms, the studios of talk shows, or the briefing rooms of corporate and military apologists. But we need not give in to lies. We need not surrender language, the greatest of all our common creations, to charlatans. We can defend the things we love, and language itself, by striving to speak and write clearly, accurately, and honestly.




Conscience and Resistance
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UNTIL RECENT YEARS, THE SOUND of rain has always filled me with a sense of blessing. Rain drumming on the tin roof of a Tennessee farmhouse, my first home. Rain pattering on the canopy of oak and maple forests in Ohio, on forests of pine in Maine and Vermont, on reeds and rushes in Louisiana bayous, on spongy nurse logs in Oregon, on tundra and stone in Alaska. From earliest childhood, I would tingle with anticipation at the rumble of an oncoming storm. I would shiver with pleasure as rain tapped on windows and gurgled through gutters, and I would dash outside to rejoice in the thrum of rain on my umbrella or on the hood of my slicker. I heard in these sounds a promise of green grass, sweet corn, and flowing creeks. It was the music of abundance. When preachers in the rural Methodist churches I attended as a boy spoke of grace, I thought of rain.

This enchantment helps explain why I was captivated by an essay called “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” which I read for the first time as a junior in college. I knew nothing of the author, Thomas Merton. I gathered from the opening page that he was a monk, for he mentioned having come from a monastery to a cabin in the woods. More intriguingly, he spoke of hearing in rain, as I did, a voice that sent a shiver up the spine—a voice older and grander than the human prattle of markets and gadgets and games.

“Let me say this before rain becomes a utility that they can plan and distribute for money,” the essay begins. “The time will come when they will sell you even your rain. At the moment it is still free, and I am in it. I celebrate its gratuity and its meaninglessness.” The word gratuity rang true for me, because back then I thought of rain as a pure gift, like sunshine, like consciousness, like life itself. Calling rain meaningless also seemed apt, for in those days I believed that rain was immune to our designs and desires. Later on, as I continued my study of science, I would come to recognize that precipitation patterns—along with climate and biodiversity and other essentials of nature—are subject to our disruption if not to our control.

The blurry photocopy of “Rain and the Rhinoceros” was given to me by a college chaplain, to whom I had gone to consult about my troubled conscience. It was the spring of 1966. I was twenty years old. Like many young men of draft age, I was struggling to decide whether, if called to serve, I would fight in Vietnam, where nearly 200,000 U.S. military personnel were already deployed. Could I join the effort to kill strangers in a poor country on the far side of the world simply because my government had declared them to be enemies? I was also debating whether I should give up the study of physics, which had fascinated me since childhood. Could I devote my life to a science that was heavily funded by the Pentagon, as a source of knowledge useful for devising ever more lethal weapons? I don’t recall what advice the chaplain gave me, except that I should read Merton’s essay, which might help me distinguish between the loud voices outside me and the quiet voice within.

During our talk a rainstorm had blown in, so after I left the office, I took shelter under an archway, where I sat on a bench and began reading. When I finished, I felt as though I had spent a long evening with this renegade monk, as he said Vespers in his cabin, cooked oatmeal on a camp stove, toasted bread on a log fire, and as he studied the writings of the sixth-century hermit Philoxenos by the light of a Coleman lantern, whose maker bragged that it “stretches days to give more hours of fun.” I fretted along with him as a Strategic Air Command bomber passed overhead, its “red light winking low under the clouds, skimming the wooded summits on the south side of the valley, loaded with strong medicine. Very strong. Strong enough to burn up all these woods and stretch our hours of fun into eternities.” All the while, Merton listened to the rain, and I listened with him, hearing, as in stereo, his rain in the Kentucky woods and mine under the grand elms of a college green in Rhode Island. All the while, I shared his pleasure in solitude, which offered a refuge from the pressures of a society obsessed with buying stuff, having fun, and waging war.
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My upbringing had instilled in me contradictory views of war. During my early school years in the 1950s, my family lived on a military base, where bombers flew training runs, tanks roared about on maneuvers, and soldiers cruised the roads in olive-drab Jeeps. I read war comics, watched war movies, and played for hours on end with miniature plastic GIs. My father had worked in a munitions plant during World War II, and my uncles had flown bombing missions over the Pacific. The president at the time, Dwight Eisenhower, was a military hero honored for commanding the forces of good that triumphed over the forces of evil. All of these influences led me to imagine that wearing the uniform of my nation and fighting our enemies was an exciting, heroic, and righteous calling.

On the other hand, I had been taught the Ten Commandments in Sunday school, including the stern warning “Thou shalt not kill.” As a Bible-reading youth, I had also memorized passages from the New Testament in which Jesus praises peacemakers and instructs his followers to practice forgiveness and shun violence. Merton’s essay brought to mind several of these passages, such as the emphatic teaching in the Sermon on the Mount: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matt. 5:43–45). Recalling those lines in the midst of a spring shower, I was pleased to think of rain as a symbol of universal benevolence, nurturing all life without distinction between just and unjust, good and evil, friend and enemy. Without distinction, in fact, between humans and trees and toads and the rest of thirsty nature. My dismay about our assaults on nature developed more slowly than my dismay about our assaults on fellow humans, but it arose from the same moral insight.

As a boy, I had not been forced to choose between my infatuation with war and my admiration for Jesus. But when I spoke with the chaplain in the spring of 1966—a year prior to graduation, when I would become subject to the draft—I could no longer ignore the choice. By then I had put away my toy soldiers and lost my taste for war movies. Night after night, watching TV news, I had been sickened by the carnage in Vietnam. I had listened to speeches and sermons by Martin Luther King Jr., had read Gandhi’s autobiography and essays by Tolstoy and Thoreau, all advocating nonviolence. Yet I was reluctant to declare myself a conscientious objector. What held me back? The answer came to me, as the chaplain no doubt hoped it would, from reading “Rain and the Rhinoceros.”
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Among the few plays I had seen in live performance before starting college was the one alluded to in Merton’s title—Romanian French playwright Eugène Ionesco’s Rhinoceros. Written in 1959, it tells the story of a village in which all except one of the citizens succumb to “rhinoceritis,” turning into belligerent beasts that rush about recklessly, following the herd. The lone holdout is a man named Berenger, who refuses to become a rhinoceros despite urging from his best friend, who rejects the “moral standards” of society in favor of “the law of the jungle.” There is nothing heroic about Berenger—indeed, he is a drunkard and ne’er-do-well—yet he is brave enough to defend “the human individual” against the violent mob. By the end of the play, his is the only face onstage not hidden behind a rhinoceros mask.

Watching Rhinoceros as a high school senior, in the winter of 1963, I took it to be a satire on fascism, communism, and other mass delusions that only foreigners fell prey to. Three years later, when Merton’s essay reminded me of the play, I knew better. I knew that Americans could succumb to mass aggression as readily as people anywhere. I had read about our history of genocide against native tribes, about the hostility directed at each new wave of immigrants, about the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, about the anti-communist hysteria of McCarthyism, about our history of slavery and the enduring scourge of racism.

In “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” Merton invoked Ionesco’s play as a caution not merely against totalitarianism but against all forms of “collective thinking,” especially those that derive their power from channeling contempt toward people defined as Other. “Collectivity needs not only to absorb everyone it can,” he wrote, “but also implicitly to hate and destroy whoever cannot be absorbed. Paradoxically, one of the needs of collectivity is to reject certain classes, or races, or groups, in order to strengthen its own self-awareness by hating them instead of absorbing them.” Those lines inevitably made me think of the Holocaust. For personal reasons, I also thought of the Armenian genocide (1915–1917) in which members of my Assyrian grandfather’s family had perished. I recalled how the demonizing of Germans and Japanese, civilians as well as soldiers, had prepared for the firebombing of Dresden and the atomic-bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I thought of white segregationists assaulting peaceful black demonstrators in the South, and of the U.S. military gauging success in Vietnam by the daily body count of enemy dead.

The moral response to collective aggression, Ionesco implies, is to refuse to join the herd, even if in doing so one risks being ostracized or attacked. “The problem of Berenger,” Merton wrote, “is the problem of the human person stranded and alone in what threatens to become a society of monsters.” Berenger is indeed alone at the end of the play, scorned by his former friends, and liable to be crushed if he stands in the path of the stampede. For Merton, he exemplified the “isolated conscience” defying the “mass mind.” It’s hard to hear one’s conscience in the midst of a stampede. That was why early Christians often withdrew from the hubbub of cities and villages to the silence of the desert—as did the sixth-century hermit whose writings Merton was studying. The need for solitude was also why this renegade monk had retreated from his monastery to a cabin in the woods. “Yet even here the earth shakes,” he conceded in the final paragraph. “Over at Fort Knox the Rhinoceros is having fun.”

By the time I read those wry closing sentences, there under the archway amid the music of rain, I understood why the chaplain had thought the essay might help me choose my path. Unlike Berenger, I was not “stranded and alone,” since by the spring of 1966 opposition to the Vietnam War had begun to swell. But I had grown up in the rural Midwest, among people who considered military service to be the duty of every red-blooded American male. When the nation was at war, only cowards refused to take up arms. Veterans were highly honored, especially those who had fought in Europe or Korea. Two of my high school classmates had already died in Vietnam. No one I knew had refused to serve in the armed forces on moral grounds. What held me back from declaring myself a conscientious objector was fear—fear of disappointing, even angering, family and friends; fear of being blacklisted by potential employers; fear of being forced into prison or exile if my application was turned down; and fear, above all, of being judged a coward. If Berenger had been depicted as a heroic figure, I could not have embraced him as a guide for the choice I faced. But a drunkard and ne’er-do-well, a man given to laziness and procrastination, was a figure humble enough for me to emulate in his determination to resist the crowd.

I tucked the essay inside my jacket, pulled up my hood, and set out walking. My shoes and pants legs were soon soaked. Eventually, the rain let up, its patter fading like the dying away of applause after a concert, and then it ceased. I continued on through puddled streets gleaming with late afternoon light until I reached my favorite spot for brooding, a small park on a bluff overlooking the railroad yards and office towers of Providence. One of the park’s attractions for me was a giant statue of Roger Williams, gazing out over the city, his arm uplifted in benediction. The man it commemorated had fled in the 1630s from the Massachusetts Bay Colony after being threatened with imprisonment for questioning Puritan dogma, and had founded Rhode Island as a haven for others seeking freedom of conscience. I drew close to the statue, leaned against a steel fence at the edge of the bluff, and watched streetlights begin to glitter, block by block, across the city.

Alone except for the imagined company of Roger Williams, Thomas Merton, and the fictional Frenchman, Berenger, I listened for the inner voice that the chaplain had spoken of. What I eventually heard, as my mind cleared, were the voices of my upbringing—the words of parents and teachers, Bible verses and favorite books. But I also heard a voice that seemed to arise from a source older than my private history, deeper than my own small self. Call it conscience, call it nature, call it God. Whatever the source, it was compelling. I made my decision. I would forsake my first academic love and turn from physics to history, philosophy, literature, or some other field that attracted no funding from the Pentagon. After graduation, when the Selective Service called, I would volunteer for civilian work—as a tutor in an elementary school, perhaps, or an orderly in a hospital, whatever job they chose for me—but I would not wear the uniform of my nation’s armed forces, not even in a noncombat role.
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Since that first encounter with Merton’s writing, I have gone on to read more than a dozen of his books, mostly from the final decade of his life, 1958 to 1968, years that coincided with my time in high school and college, when I was awakening to concerns about racism, militarism, poverty, pollution, and the nuclear arms race. Merton fervently addressed all of these matters in his books from that period. His essays on social issues were so impassioned, in fact, that his superiors at the Abbey of Gethsemani and in Rome directed him to keep silent about them, especially about war and atomic weapons, and urged him to confine his writing to the safe subjects that had filled most of his earlier books—monasticism, contemplation, prayer, the lives of saints, and his own spiritual autobiography.

Such a withdrawal from worldly problems would have been easy in the seclusion of Gethsemani, as he observed in his journal: “It is absolutely true that here in this monastery we are enabled to systematically evade our real and ultimate social responsibilities.” But he refused that evasion, insisting that “social responsibility is the keystone of the Christian life.” He would not limit himself to what he called “books of piety.” He continued writing about violence, prejudice, and injustice, circulating his work in letters and mimeographed sheets when it could not pass the censors.

In 1963, the year before writing “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” he published an essay about the prison meditations of Father Delp, a Jesuit priest condemned to death by the Nazis for opposing the Third Reich. Father Delp could have avoided imprisonment and execution by keeping silent, as the great majority of German clergy did, pretending that religion had nothing to do with politics. Instead, he resisted Hitler’s regime, and Merton honored him for doing so, arguing that “even contemplative and cloistered religious, perhaps especially these, need to be attuned to the deepest problems of the contemporary world . . . The priest, the religious, the lay-leader must, whether he likes it or not, fulfill in the world the role of a prophet.”

The roles of prophet and writer were inseparable for Merton. “Who am I?” he asked in his journal, and answered: “A priest and a writer, one who has the gift of speaking intelligently, I hope. Hence I must also think clearly and pray and meditate and, when circumstances require it, speak.” Among the circumstances that stirred him to write in the 1960s was the racial inequity exposed by the civil rights movement. Here again, as in his response to the Vietnam War, Merton addressed one of my own troubling concerns. My father was born and reared in Mississippi, and I was born in Tennessee. Although my family moved north when I was a child, every summer we visited my father’s kinfolk in the South, where I witnessed a society divided along color lines, one side privileged and the other demeaned, as if whites and blacks represented two different species rather than merely different shades of humankind.

Because of those journeys and my southern birth, I felt implicated in the violent scenes displayed on television news from Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas, and across the South, where blacks trying to enroll in school, register to vote, sit at a lunch counter, or ride at the front of a bus were met with hatred. Instead of supporting them, many white ministers and churchgoers scolded them for upsetting the status quo. “The Christian failure in American racial justice has been all too real,” Merton wrote in Faith and Violence (1968), “but it is not the fault of the few dedicated and non-violent followers of Christ. It is due much more to the fact that so few Christians have been able to face the fact that non-violence comes very close to the heart of the Gospel ethic, and is perhaps essential to it.”

He was equally dismayed that so many people who identified themselves as Christians accepted without protest the threat of using nuclear weapons to annihilate our enemies. I belong to the generation of Americans who grew up under the shadow of the mushroom cloud. We practiced duck-and-roll drills in school, diving to the floor at a signal from our teacher and huddling under our desks—a maneuver that was supposed to protect us from an atomic blast. We watched civil defense films that gave instructions for building bomb shelters and for provisioning basements with bottled water and canned food. By covering the basement windows with newspaper, the films assured us, we could protect our eyes from the blinding glare. No one told us that such stratagems would prove futile in the event of an all-out nuclear exchange. No one told us that the milk we drank in the school cafeteria was laced with strontium 90 from bomb tests, or that we were inhaling radioactive dust. From the Pentagon to the classroom to the pulpit, no one admitted that stockpiling these monstrous weapons, let alone planning to use them, was insane.

In Raids on the Unspeakable (1966), the collection of essays that opens with “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” Merton drew parallels between our nation’s methodical preparation for mass slaughter and the rational planning and implementation of genocide by the Nazis. Adolf Eichmann, one of the chief organizers of that genocide, was judged to be sane by the psychiatrist who examined him before his trial. “The sanity of Eichmann is disturbing,” Merton wrote. “We equate sanity with a sense of justice, with humaneness, with prudence, with the capacity to love and understand other people. We rely on the sane people of the world to preserve it from barbarism, madness, destruction. And now it begins to dawn on us that it is precisely the sane ones who are the most dangerous.” In America during the Cold War, he saw madness masquerading as sanity: “Those who have invented and developed atomic bombs, thermonuclear bombs, missiles; who have planned the strategy of the next war; who have evaluated the various possibilities of using bacterial and chemical agents: these are not the crazy people, they are the sane people. The ones who coolly estimate how many millions of victims can be considered expendable in a nuclear war.”

These were not idle worries. During the 1964 presidential campaign, when Merton was writing “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” Republican candidate Barry Goldwater proposed using nuclear weapons in Vietnam, and that view was echoed by former president Eisenhower. The Joint Chiefs of Staff advised President Johnson that by dropping atomic bombs in North Vietnam near the Chinese border, we might draw China into war and be able to crush the communists with our superior nuclear arsenal. Such horrific weapons and plans were flagrantly at odds with the teachings of the Prince of Peace, yet anyone who called for disarmament on religious grounds was likely to be dismissed as unpatriotic, unrealistic, even treasonous.

Most people of faith in America seemed content to acquiesce in a culture defined by military and industrial and racial violence. This conformity appalled Merton: “The worst error is to imagine that a Christian must try to be ‘sane’ like everybody else, that we belong in our kind of society. That we must be ‘realistic’ about it. We must develop a sane Christianity: and there have been plenty of sane Christians in the past. Torture is nothing new, is it? We ought to be able to rationalize a little brainwashing, and genocide, and find a place for nuclear war, or at least for napalm bombs, in our moral theology.” One can see why such passages might upset his superiors in the hierarchy of a church whose moral theology had, in the past, countenanced not only torture but also crusades against infidels and wars against rival Christian sects.

In journals from the last decade of his life, Merton revealed increasing distress about the pressures for conformity within his own religious community: “In the monastery, or at any rate in choir,” he lamented, “I have been forgetting how to think, and only in the past few days have I woke up to the fact that this is very dangerous! I mean the constant, habitual passivity we get into. No matter how honest the surroundings and how clean the doctrine believed in them, no man can afford to be passive and to restrict his thinking to a new rehearsal, in his own mind, of what is being repeated all around him.” His determination to escape that passivity, to think for himself, inspired his move to the cabin in the woods, where he could listen to rain and birdsong, to the written words of other hermits, and to his own conscience. “There is no question for me,” he wrote in his journal in the spring of 1965, “that my one job as a monk is to love the hermit life in simple direct contact with nature, primitively, quietly, doing some writing, maintaining such contacts as are willed by God, and bearing witness to the value and goodness of simple things and ways, and loving God in it all.”
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Of all Merton’s works, none has had a greater impact on me than the essay I encountered first. “Rain and the Rhinoceros” offered me guidance at a time when I felt lost. It emboldened me to think critically about dominant beliefs and behaviors in American society, and to challenge those that violated my own ethics and affections. Merton himself must have experienced such an awakening from something he had read, for in The Sign of Jonas (1953) he remarked: “There are times when ten pages of some book fall under your eye just at the moment when your very life, it seems, depends on your reading those ten pages. You recognize in them immediately the answer to all your most pressing questions. They open a new road.”

While “Rain and the Rhinoceros” did not answer all of my most pressing questions, it did give me the courage to face them. It opened a road that led from the self-preoccupation of youth to an adult concern for the well-being of other persons and other species, and for the health of our living planet. It spoke to my dismay about the contradictions between the teachings of the Gospel, as I understood them, and the conduct of those selfprofessed Christians who embrace racism, militarism, and consumerism, who scorn refugees, neglect the poor, and show little concern for the devastation of Earth. Merton’s work affirmed my reverence for nature, my sense that wildness is the divine creative energy flowing through every atom and cell and star.

Today, half a century after first reading the essay, I feel less sanguine about rain. I still recognize that wind and clouds and precipitation obey the laws of physics, not our wishes, but I no longer imagine that rain is impervious to our actions. Sulfur and nitrous oxide released from coal-fired power plants turn rain acidic, poisoning lakes and vegetation. Radioactive particles spewed into the air from accidents at nuclear power plants—such as those at Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, and Fukushima—descend in raindrops. By burning fossil fuels, clearing forests, plowing up carbon-rich soils, and raising methane-generating livestock, we have altered the chemistry of Earth’s atmosphere in a way that traps more heat. A warming atmosphere produces more extended droughts and more violent downpours, turning arable regions into deserts and forests into tinder for wildfires, burying villages in mudslides, displacing more and more of the world’s poorest people by rising sea levels and floods.

Merton did not live to witness how thoroughly we have tainted the rain. He died in 1968, just as scientists were beginning to document the damage from acid rain, and as the average global temperature—which had crept upward since the onset of the Industrial Revolution—was beginning to rise more steeply. Well before his death, however, he noticed other ways in which humans were despoiling our planetary home. He saw evidence of the damage on Kentucky hillsides stripped of trees, heard it in the roar of chain saws and tractors clearing more of the monastery’s land. He learned with dismay that pesticides were poisoning birds. He agonized over the ravaging of the Vietnamese people and countryside by American bombs. Most alarming of all, he perceived in the escalating arms race a threat to all life on Earth.

The military jets that Merton heard cruising overhead signified more than preparation for war; they signified the industrial order, with its scorn for natural limits, its assault on land and sea and sky, its harnessing of technology to serve human appetites. “Perhaps our scientific and technological mentality makes us war-minded,” he suggested in Faith and Violence. “We believe that any end can be achieved from the moment one possesses the right instruments, the right machines, the right technique.” The hubris that has led us to devastate our home planet now prompts us to imagine we can continue our plundering and pollution by employing even more grandiose technology—by dumping powdered limestone in the oceans to counter acidification, by covering deserts and glaciers with reflective plastic sheets, by orbiting giant mirrors to reflect the sun’s rays, by mining asteroids or colonizing Mars.

Soon after the 1962 publication of Silent Spring, Merton wrote in his journal: “I have been shocked at a notice of a new book by Rachel Carson on what is happening to birds as a result of the indiscriminate use of poisons . . . Someone will say: You worry about birds. Why not worry about people? I worry about both birds and people. We are in the world and part of it, and we are destroying everything because we are destroying ourselves spiritually, morally, and in every way. It is all part of the same sickness, it all hangs together.”

In his writings from the 1960s, Merton traced this sickness to our false sense of separation from nature and our unchecked appetite for power and possessions. His diagnosis was grounded in the teachings of Jesus and the Hebrew prophets, with their stern warnings against greed and the piling up of material wealth; it drew on the Christian monastic tradition, with its devotion to poverty and simplicity; and it was informed in his later years by Asian philosophy, especially Zen Buddhism. Beginning with “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” his work has helped me understand that our ecological crisis is, at root, a spiritual crisis. We abuse and exploit Earth for the same reason we abuse and exploit one another: because we have lost a sense of kinship with our fellow human beings, with other species, and with our planetary home.

Merton felt this kinship keenly. “Here I am not alien,” he wrote from his cabin in the woods. “The trees I know, the night I know, the rain I know. I close my eyes and instantly sink into the whole rainy world of which I am a part, and the world goes on with me in it, for I am not alien to it.” His experience as well as his faith convinced him that Earth and its myriad creatures, human and nonhuman, and the entire universe all arise from the same divine source. “The whole world is charged with the glory of God,” he exulted in The Sign of Jonas, “and I feel fire and music in the earth under my feet.” We are sparks of that primordial fire, notes of that music, each of us, all of us, along with birds and butterflies, maples and monkeys, frogs and ferns. Whatever power gave rise to the cosmos, to life, to consciousness, still infuses and sustains all things. What we call nature is simply this grand, evolving flow, which brings each of us into existence, bears us along, and eventually reclaims us. Knowing this vividly, as Merton did, how can we desecrate Earth? How can we keep from crying out in wonder and praise?




Kinship and Kindness
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HURRYING THROUGH THE CAMPUS WOODS on an April morning, my mind already busy with tasks awaiting me at home, I noticed amid the brown leaves beside the path a glimmering of white blossoms. The sight brought me to a halt and filled me with joy, for these were the year’s first wildflowers, here in southern Indiana. Bending down to look more closely, I recognized bloodroot, spring beauties, Dutchman’s-breeches, cut-leaved toothwort, and trout lilies, all diminutive and seemingly frail plants less than a handbreadth high, their petals and sepals pure white or streaked with pink, their stamens and pistils yellow or green. Lifting my gaze, I could see there were luminous galaxies of them scattered across the forest floor.

I disappeared into the looking. My inner chatter ceased. For a spell there was only a communion of delicate blooms, fragrant soil, birdsong, sunlight, wind, breath, all suffused with an energy that might be joy, might be growth, might be the pulse of life.

The spell was broken by the voices of students passing by, chatting on their phones. Self-conscious again, I discovered that I had stepped off the brick path and was kneeling in the dirt, my face bent over a clump of bloodroot, mouth agape, as if I were about to take a bite. I leaned back on my haunches. It crossed my mind to stop the students, ask them to pull the plugs from their ears and pause long enough to look around. My next thought was of how ridiculous I must appear in their young eyes, this retired professor, craggy-faced, bald, with nothing better to do on a weekday morning than crawl about gawking at flowers.
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I don’t mean to single out students for their addiction to electronic devices; to varying degrees, we have all been estranged from Earth by technology. I will say more about this estrangement later on. First, however, I need to reflect on my spell of communion in the woods, if only to discover how being entranced by nature—the world that made us—differs from being entranced by artifacts—the world that we have made.

The woodland plants that snared my attention are known collectively as spring ephemerals, for they push up through the forest litter soon after the soil thaws, produce flowers and seeds, and then quickly fade, all before the trees leaf out and shade the ground. The energy they gather from the sun during that short burst of growth is stored in roots or bulbs or rhizomes, from which new shoots will rise the following spring. They seem to be frail because a careless footstep would crush them, yet they are surprisingly tough, weathering the hardest winters to send up again and again their tiny pale flames.

This past winter was hard, for personal as well as public reasons. The personal reasons are a matter for another essay, perhaps, but not for this one. Among the public reasons for distress, in addition to our nation’s triumphant plutocracy and perpetual wars, was the subzero cold that gripped the Midwest for weeks and the record snowfall that blanketed the Northeast. Meanwhile, as we were shivering and shoveling, up in Alaska snow had to be trucked in for the ceremonial start of the Iditarod dogsled race in Anchorage, where the temperature was in the forties; the true start of the race, with mushers shouting and dogs lunging, had to be moved to Fairbanks, over two hundred miles farther north.

The frigid temperatures and siege of blizzards here in the Lower 48, though taxing on mood and muscle, were less disturbing than what they presage, for they are yet another consequence of climate disarray. According to atmospheric scientists, this topsy-turvy weather pattern will occur more frequently as the circumpolar jet stream weakens due to the rapid warming of the Arctic, where sea ice cover is shrinking and open water is absorbing more solar radiation. As the jet stream slows and meanders, it allows Arctic air to push down into midlatitudes and warm air to push up into high latitudes. The heating of Earth’s atmosphere, largely as a result of human actions, is the most consequential story of our time. Whether or not we acknowledge this unfolding disaster, it will overshadow and influence every other story we might tell.

Because of this hard winter, I was more eager than usual for signs of spring. The woodland ephemerals bloom earlier now due to the warming climate, yet they are still a reassuring token of the great cycle of life that wheels on in spite of our meddling, and in spite of our own entrances and exits. For we are ephemerals, as well, blooming and reproducing and fading, in our threescore years and ten, more or less, a time span longer than that enjoyed by wildflowers but vanishingly short by comparison with the age of our planet.

It appears certain that industrial civilization, insofar as it depends on the burning of fossil fuels and the squandering of Earth’s minerals and soils, will be short-lived as well. If we stay on our present path of unconstrained growth in population, consumption, and pollution, the resulting ecological devastation will cause a massive die-off among humans, as it has already caused a massive die-off among other species. Scientists estimate that the current rate of extinction of animals and plants is a thousand times higher than the natural background rate revealed in the fossil record. Populations of many surviving species are collapsing—tigers and tunas, polar bears and prairie chickens, monarch butterflies and elephants and frogs. Drawing on a survey of four thousand representative species of mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles, and fish, the World Wildlife Fund estimates that between 1970 and 2014, the global population of vertebrate animals had declined on average 60 percent. The chief causes of this drastic decline are human activities—overfishing, overhunting, habitat destruction, pollution, and transport of disease and invasive species. Clever and adaptable, our own vertebrate species will not go extinct any time soon. But unless we make dramatic changes in our way of life, and do so quickly, our numbers will plummet, and our descendants will inhabit ruined cities and desolate countrysides.

These claims may strike you as commonplace, if you have been following well-documented global trends, or they may strike you as implausible if you have been ignoring those trends. My aim here is not to persuade skeptics that our perpetual-growth, fossil-fueled, industrial civilization is on a disastrous trajectory. The list of books, magazines, films, and websites devoted to such persuasion is lengthy and growing. Instead, I wish to consider what impulse, aside from coercion or desperation, might move us to create a civilization more in keeping with the constraints and patterns of Earth’s living systems, and more encouraging of peace and justice among our own kind.
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Which brings me back to my woodland trance among the wildflowers. This was only the latest in a lifelong series of such experiences; most of them, like this one, were humble and fleeting, circumscribed in time and space, but a few were grand, expansive, rapturous, leaving me afterward with an altered understanding of reality. I will relate a single episode and allow it to stand for the rest.

One July a quarter century ago, while in my late forties, I was traveling through the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness of northern Minnesota with a small group. We were camped for the night on an island, our tents pitched near a stand of white pines. I took a dip in the cold lake to wash off, and all through supper my skin tingled. After the meal, when everyone had retired to their sleeping bags and switched off their headlamps and settled into silence, I lay awake, not from the usual fretting or planning but from sheer happiness. I stayed awake to savor the feeling. My daughter, then a sophomore in college, occupied a nearby tent; all that day, even as we paddled into a stiff breeze, her face had shone with delight, and I rejoiced in her pleasure. I also rejoiced in my body, which after a week of portaging and paddling, and after nearly five decades of living, still felt supple and strong. I relished the slosh of waves against stone, the shoosh of wind through pines, the twittering of birds—intimate sounds that deepened the tranquil hush.

To stave off sleep, I crawled from my tent and went down by the shore to sit on an outcrop of greenstone where we had hauled out our canoes. From reading prior to the trip, I knew that this metamorphic rock was formed some 2.7 billion years ago, a span of time that made a human life seem as brief as a firefly’s blink. Instead of depressing me, the contrast between durable rock and transient flesh made me feel how miraculous it was to be alive, to be conscious, to be sitting there gazing back at the universe. These were priceless gifts, however briefly granted—gifts shared by other sentient beings but not by stone. Perhaps the eagles, otters, and moose we had met on our trip, all burning with life and awareness, were occasionally as wonderstruck as I was that night. For all I knew, the mosses and ferns and pines also thrilled to the stroke of wind.

Indifferent to my bliss, mosquitoes soon found me on my stony perch and began drilling for blood. To evade them, I quietly launched a canoe and paddled into the lake. The night was cloudless and moonless and unbleached by artificial light. Each pull of the paddle stirred reflections of stars on the black water. Once clear of the island’s overhanging branches, I could see the whole sweep of sky, and the sight made me catch my breath. The Milky Way arched overhead, its glow a slurry of suns. I laid the paddle across my lap and leaned back against a thwart. The canoe drifted, rocking on a mild swell. The only sound was the lap of waves against the hull. I stared at the fiery core of our home galaxy and at the scatter of outlying sparks, some of which, I knew, were other galaxies, a sampling of billions more spread through billions of light years of space. I could recite the dizzying numbers, but they captured nothing of the starry night.

For a while I could feel the canoe cradling me, the wooden thwart pressing my spine; I could distinguish between water and sky, between inner and outer worlds. But soon the boundaries blurred, dissolved, and all awareness fused into a single blaze of light.

When the light finally dimmed and I settled back into my separate self, I felt a calm tenderness that embraced the stars above, the waters and soils and rocks below, and every living thing. I knew the feeling would fade, yet I sensed that it had revealed a truth I must not forget—a truth not only about my nature but about nature itself. Since I wore no watch, I could not glance at my wrist to gauge how much time had passed. Instead, I looked at the sky. The constellation of Hercules, which I’d spotted overhead when I set out from shore, had not perceptibly moved, so the trance could have lasted no more than a few minutes. I still leaned against the thwart with the paddle across my lap. Though the canoe had spun about and drifted some distance across the lake, my earlier fix on the position of stars enabled me to navigate back to the island where my daughter and our friends were camped.

It would have been easy to discount the experience by saying I had slept, yet I had never felt more fully awake. If I truly was awake, what should I make of that radiant vision, and of other such visions, humble or grand, that had come to me over the years? Entranced by flowers in a scrap of woodland or by stars on a wilderness lake, had I glimpsed an essential truth about the universe and my place in it? Or had I succumbed to a childish delusion, a religious yearning, an evolutionary reflex, or a neurological glitch?
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Freud would have diagnosed a childish delusion. One can predict this from his response to a letter by the French writer and mystic Romain Rolland, a valued friend and longtime correspondent, who had asked him to analyze the “religious sentiment.” Freud might well have thought he had already discredited religion in The Future of an Illusion (1927), and nothing more need be said. Nonetheless, he took up the subject again in Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), where he begins by summarizing Rolland’s description of the “religious sentiment”: “It is a feeling which he would like to call a sensation of eternity, a feeling as of something limitless, unbounded, something ‘oceanic.’” Freud acknowledges that he has never felt such a sensation, and cautions that “It is not easy to deal scientifically with feelings.” Undaunted, however, he proceeds to explain the “oceanic” feeling as a regression to the baby’s illusion of limitlessness while feeding at its mother’s breast, before the baby recognizes any separation between ego and world. When the sensation of wholeness, the merging of self and universe, occurs later in life, therefore, it is only an echo of infantile narcissism.

It would be interesting to know how Freud might have diagnosed the testimony of another Frenchman, Blaise Pascal. Sewn into the lining of the coat Pascal wore when he died, in 1662, was a note describing an overpowering vision he had experienced eight years earlier. After specifying the date and time of the vision—23 November 1654, “from about half past ten at night until about half past midnight”—the note set forth on a line by itself the French word Feu, meaning fire. There followed an ecstatic declaration of what this fire signified:


GOD of Abraham, GOD of Isaac, GOD of Jacob

not of the philosophers and of the learned.

Certitude. Certitude. Feeling. Joy. Peace.



And so on for many more lines, concluding:


Eternally in joy for a day’s exercise on the earth.

May I not forget your words. Amen.



Because of the closing exhortation not to forget, this document has come to be known as Pascal’s Mémorial. Secreted inside the lining of his coat, it reminded him of a transformative vision that he took to be, with absolute certainty, a revelation of God. Nothing could have persuaded him that what he had in fact experienced was a yearning for a return to his mother’s breast.

Pascal had been primed to interpret his vision by a culture steeped in the Bible. From the first chapter of Genesis to the last chapter of Revelation, God is repeatedly symbolized by fire and light. The burning bush appearing to Moses, the pillar of fire leading the Israelites by night out of Egypt, the tongues of fire possessing the disciples at Pentecost, the flames of hell menacing sinners, and all the rest of the Bible’s fiery images represent manifestations of divine power. The First Letter of John states flatly, “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1:5). Along with Pascal, legions of poets, prophets, and ordinary folks have drawn on this biblical imagery to describe and decipher their own grand visions and humble trances.

One such humble visionary was John Woolman, an eighteenth-century Quaker from New Jersey, a tailor by trade, an itinerant preacher by calling. Like George Fox, a contemporary of Pascal and founder of the Society of Friends, Woolman believed that each person carries an “inner light,” representing the presence of God within and offering guidance in the conduct of life. In keeping with these inner promptings, Woolman not only opposed war, a view held by most Quakers, but urged resistance to taxes during the French and Indian War so as to deny support for the military—an action that might have provoked charges of treason. He called for abolition of the slave trade, another view held by most Quakers, but he also called for abolition of slavery itself and for the freeing of those already in bondage, thereby alarming slaveholders both inside and outside the Society of Friends—and he did this a full century before the Civil War. Aboard ship, he rode in steerage and consorted with the crew, rather than with the gentry. He refused to ride in stagecoaches, for he believed the coach horses were ill-treated. When his mercantile business prospered, he closed his shop, lest pursuit of money distract him from the work of the spirit.

Most subversively, in an era when Indians were regarded as pagan savages, redeemable, if at all, only by conversion to Christianity, Woolman sensed what he called “inward drawings” to travel among them and learn about their beliefs. In his Journal, he wrote of “having for many years felt love in my heart towards the natives of this land who dwell far back in the wilderness, whose ancestors were formerly the owners and possessors of the land where we dwell, and who for a small consideration assigned their inheritance to us.” Writing of what inspired his journey into the wilderness, he explained: “Love was the first motion, and thence a concern arose to spend some time with the Indians, that I might feel and understand their life and the spirit they live in, if haply I might receive some instruction from them . . . and [so] . . . bring me into a nearer sympathy with them.” It would be hard to exaggerate how astonishing a sentiment this was in eighteenth-century colonial America, more astonishing even than the call to abolish slavery and banish war.

Woolman undertook his journey in June 1763. Despite reports of Indian attacks on white settlements and British forts, he left his family, crossed the mountains into Pennsylvania, and visited native encampments along the Susquehanna River, conversing with his hosts through interpreters. In these exchanges, he noted, “my heart was much tendered.” After returning safely home, he concluded that God had sent him on this errand to the beleaguered Indians, through dangers and hardships, “that I might have a quick and lively feeling of the afflictions of my fellow-creatures, whose situation in life is difficult.”


[image: ]


We stand in sore need of broad fellow-feeling today, as environmental devastation makes life more difficult not only for the poor and the outcast, and not only for humans, but for all creatures. So it would be valuable to know what gives rise to this impulse, and how we might foster it, in ourselves and in our society. If one does not share Woolman’s belief in the inner light, with its promptings from God, how else to account for the extraordinary range of his sympathies?

Evolutionary psychologists might interpret this all-inclusive sympathy as an expression of the capacity for social bonding inherent in all of us, but carried to an extreme in an occasional Woolman or Gandhi or Mandela, just as our capacity for reasoning occasionally flowers spectacularly in a Newton or Einstein. The premise of evolutionary psychology is that the brain, like the rest of the body, inherits structures favoring reproductive success, physiological adaptations winnowed by natural selection and sexual selection. In the case of the brain, these structures are neural patterns, such as the fear reflex triggered by the sight of a spider or snake, or the desire stirred by signs of biological fitness in a potential mate, or the nurturing instinct elicited by the sight of a newborn. This theory can account for fellow feeling toward one’s genetic kin, where the reproductive advantages are clear; it can also account for altruism shown toward non-kin who share physical features or cultural practices with one’s blood relations. More broadly, the theory explains the adaptive benefit of solidarity with one’s tribe, since a tightly bonded group is more likely to defend its members from predators and rival groups—hence our propensity for dividing the world between insiders and outsiders.

But what might expand the sense of solidarity beyond the circumference of kinfolk and tribe, even beyond our own species? How to explain the comprehensive and often hazardous sympathy shown by John Woolman or Martin Luther King Jr. and a host of others, from venerated figures such as the Buddha and Jesus to the unheralded peacemakers and caretakers in every community and every age? As a follower of Jesus, Woolman took seriously the instruction to love his neighbor as he would love his own children, without placing any restriction on who that neighbor might be, since all were children of God. Followers of the Buddha take seriously the vow to relieve the suffering of all sentient beings, no matter how impossible the task. More recently, conservationists have espoused an ethic, most cogently articulated by Aldo Leopold, that expands the boundaries of caring to include the lands and waters and atmosphere and the whole community of life.

That we so often fail to live up to these ideals can be taken as evidence of our selfishness and clannishness; less clear, from an evolutionary perspective, is what might give rise to such calls for universal benevolence in the first place. The Buddha lived to a ripe old age, but produced no offspring; Jesus was executed, and likewise left no offspring; Gandhi and King were assassinated; Leopold died of a heart attack while fighting a wildfire on a neighbor’s land; Woolman could easily have perished on his journey or been murdered by slaveholders. Every day’s news brings stories about doctors, aid workers, and volunteers risking and often losing their lives in efforts to help strangers suffering from war, disease, and natural disasters. What force could override the selfish demands of the gene and the boundaries of the tribe?
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Without discounting what can be learned from evolutionary psychology, I think a deeper answer may be found by consulting ecology and physics. In 1866, the German biologist Ernst Haeckel drew on the Greek word oikos, meaning house or family, to coin the word ecology as a name for the study of relations between organisms and their environment. Modern ecologists, tracing such relations, have found that they stretch around the planet.

Suppose, for example, you are studying a frog native to the Amazon rain forest. You learn that phosphorus, a nutrient vital to plant growth, leaches steadily out of the Amazon due to heavy rainfall and flooding, so you wonder how the forest continues to thrive. You discover that a fresh supply of phosphorus is delivered each year by dust carried across the Atlantic Ocean on massive storms originating in the Sahara Desert. Much of that dust comes from a dried-up lake bed in Chad, where the sediment contains the phosphorus-rich remains of diatoms that once lived in freshwater lakes. Meanwhile, the nutrients washing down the Amazon River into the Atlantic support vast blooms of phytoplankton, which in turn support all levels of marine life, from krill to humpback whales. At present, this nourishing cycle works marvelously well. However, the amount of dust wafted from Africa depends on the amount of rainfall in the Sahara, and that amount will change, in unpredictable ways, as the climate warms. Heavier rain in the desert will mean less phosphorus in the rain forest. So the fate of your frog and its home in the Amazon basin, the most biodiverse habitat on Earth, is ultimately linked to the burning of coal in Indiana power plants, the gushing of methane from cattle feedlots in Argentina, the idling of cars at stoplights in cities, the hustling of diesel trucks on the world’s highways, the thawing of tundra in the Arctic, and every other source of greenhouse gases.

What ecological science has revealed is that all of Earth’s varied habitats, species, and organisms are bound up in an integral whole. This interconnectedness is often described as a system, but the term evokes a mechanical relationship among replaceable parts. A more useful metaphor for this global cohesion is a web, for it suggests how a tremor in any thread will send vibrations through the whole. But then a web might at times be still, while everything on Earth is constantly in motion, from the whirling of electrons to the drifting of continents. Perhaps a more accurate metaphor is the one suggested by the physician and essayist Lewis Thomas, who compared our planet to a living cell.

As in a cell, Earth is surrounded by a protective membrane—the geomagnetic field and atmosphere that deflect the solar wind and absorb ultraviolet radiation, while admitting sunlight and insulating our planet from the deep freeze of space. Within that membrane, there is a constant exchange of energy and materials. Humans are part of that flow; it makes us and sustains us. We might think of ourselves as autonomous, but every molecule of air we breathe has passed through other lungs and through the pores of leaves. Every atom in our bodies has passed through other bodies, through flowers and ferns, through rivers and rocks. After we die, those atoms will keep circulating. There are no fixed points, no hard edges. Every seeming boundary, from the skin enveloping one’s body to the borders between nations, is permeable, temporary, ever-shifting. The flow never ceases.

The essay in which Lewis Thomas compared our planet with a cell appeared soon after the crew of Apollo 17 beamed down a photograph showing our cloud-swirled blue globe floating in a jet-black vacuum. This photograph made visible what science has painstakingly demonstrated—that Earth is a surpassingly beautiful and exquisitely integrated haven for life within an inhospitable immensity. There may be such havens elsewhere, perhaps myriads of them, but if so, they are light-years distant from us. Earth, this dazzlingly complex unity, ancient and resilient yet also vulnerable, is our oikos, our household, the only home our kind will ever have.
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Visionaries through the ages have perceived this unity as a fundamental truth not only about our planet but about the universe. The insight can be traced over three thousand years, from the Hindu Vedas through the early Greek philosophers and medieval mystics and New England Transcendentalists to our own day in writers such as the eco-theologian Thomas Berry and the Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh. In this lineage of visionaries, John Muir stands out for the sheer exuberance of his communion with the whole of things—a quality evident in an often-quoted passage from My First Summer in the Sierra: “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe. One fancies a heart like our own must be beating in every crystal and cell, and we feel like stopping to speak to the plants and animals as friendly fellow mountaineers.”

Modern physics bears out Muir’s intuition, if not about a heart like our own beating in every crystal and cell, then about the deep affinity that links us with animals and plants and rocks, indeed with the whole cosmos. Everything in the universe truly is hitched to everything else—by a set of physical rules, by the properties of space-time, and by a shared history. According to the best current estimate, that history stretches back 13.8 billion years to an original unity, an unimaginably dense and energetic speck, which burst open, expanded, and cooled, eventually forming elementary particles, atoms, stars, galaxies, and all the larger structures we observe today. Giving names to those structures should not mislead us into thinking they are separate entities, however, because they are all manifestations of the primordial energy, constantly in flux. As physicists have probed the constituents of atoms, they have found nothing solid, no ultimate bits of stuff, but rather a seething, shape-shifting potential, expressible in mathematics as probability waves.

Without benefit of mathematics or instruments, we experience this pervasive energy directly through the warmth of sun on our skin, the stroke of wind, the sound of thunder and rain, the push of rivers and swell of seas, the smell of thawing dirt, the sight of leaves and blossoms unfurling, the pinpricks of light from stars, the intake of breath and thump of heart. These sensations have yielded humankind’s perennial images for the ultimate nature of things, imagery that runs through scriptures, folktales, petroglyphs, poems, paintings, and other symbolic expressions the world over. We see it in Pascal’s secret note about his vision of fire, in Woolman’s journal about guidance from the inner light, in Rolland’s letter to Freud about the “oceanic” feeling. Unlike the abstract language of mathematics, the imagery of water and fire and light speaks to our senses. We can imagine the cosmos as an ocean, for example, because we have seen waves form, move, persist for a while, and then merge back into the whole.

Just so, according to physics, the cosmos is a sea of energy that casts up temporary shapes—a proton, a person, a planet—and absorbs them back again. Humans have given sundry names to this generative matrix—religious ones, such as Tao, Brahman, Yahweh, God, Allah, Creator, or Great Spirit; philosophical ones, such as Monad, Absolute, or Ground of Being; and informal ones, such as the physicists’ quantum soup. All such names are merely pointers to the unnamable, unbounded Whole to which we belong. By happy coincidence, or perhaps by deep intuition, one etymology of the word soul traces it to an early Germanic root that means “coming from and belonging to the sea.” By way of another intriguing etymology, the word holy derives from the same root as healthy, heal, and whole. Buried in those two classic religious terms, soul and holy, is a recognition that each living being arises from the same source, and is therefore kindred and precious.
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“For every thing that lives is holy, life delights in life,” William Blake declared. I hear in that claim the joy of Pascal, the fellow feeling of Woolman, the exuberance of Muir. I recall my own delight in the spring wildflowers, my exhilarating trance under the stars, and countless other moments of communion. Most of those moments have come from encounters with wildness, but some have come from encounters with art—from listening to music, gazing at paintings, meditating in buildings, and reading books.

Which brings me back to those students walking as if in a daze through the campus woods, thumbing their phones, head-bobbing to sounds piped into their ears through wires. I realize they might have been grooving on a favorite band or podcast, as I groove on Bach or Whitman. They might have been talking with their mothers or lovers. I appreciate the value of these devices for connecting us to art and people and information. But if the trance induced by electronic gadgets makes us oblivious to the woods, the wildflowers, and the songs and smells of resurgent spring, then we have suffered a grievous loss.

Paradoxically, the science and technology that allow us to view our planet from space, to recognize the interdependence of life on Earth, and to comprehend the universe as a unified dance of energy, have also enabled us to enclose ourselves in a world of our own construction. The realm of artifacts, for all its ingenuity and convenience, becomes pathological if that is the only world we know. While enabling us to withdraw from the living Earth, technology also enables us to wreak damage on an unprecedented scale. The more powerful the technology, the greater the potential for harm. The runoff from industrial agriculture creating dead zones where rivers empty into the ocean, the dropping of bombs from drones in the Middle East, the clear-cutting of equatorial forests, the scouring of the ocean floor by industrial trawlers, the introduction of genetically modified organisms into the environment—all result from decisions made in boardrooms and office towers far away from the scenes of destruction, beyond sight of anything not made by humans, except perhaps the sun or sky blurred by smog.

If all we know of Earth is what comes to us through earbuds and screens, or through windows and books, we may grasp the unity of life as a concept, but we are unlikely to feel kinship with other animals and plants, let alone with mountains and rivers and stones. The feeling of kinship is the source of kindness; we treat with respect and care those people, creatures, and places we regard as kin. By contrast, whatever we regard as alien, unrelated to ourselves, we treat at best with indifference and at worst with cruelty. Unlike most of his contemporaries, John Woolman recognized his kinship with slaves, Indians, and coach horses, and therefore sought to alleviate their suffering. John Muir recognized his kinship with redwoods and alpine flowers and ice-sculpted valleys, and sought to protect them.

The ideal of universal benevolence arises from a sense of universal kinship. The impulse to care for all of our fellow beings and to protect the land is an evolutionary inheritance as fundamental, if not yet as powerful, as our selfishness and tribalism. Science has confirmed that the unity of life proclaimed by the world’s spiritual traditions is a fact of nature. Art can help us to perceive this unity—this holiness—and to feel it as a fact of the heart. But to know it in our depths, with the certainty of Pascal envisioning fire or Woolman sensing the motions of love, we need to open ourselves to wildness, the shaping energy that permeates all being. We need to seek the soul’s true home, either inwardly, through contemplation, or outwardly, in the woods and fields, on the blue waters, under the stars.




The Suffering of Strangers
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It is the good fortune of many to live distant from the scene of sorrow.

—THOMAS PAINE, Common Sense

A FEW YEARS AGO, I visited two plantations on South Carolina’s Ashley River, just upstream from Charleston Harbor, which was the entry point for about 40 percent of the enslaved Africans brought to North America and the flash point for the start of the Civil War.

The tour on Magnolia Plantation—established in 1676 and still owned by descendants of the founders—emphasized the opulence of the main house, with its fine furnishings and gala balls, its belles and beaus, and its sumptuous gardens. This was a seat of high civilization, according to the guide, who made passing reference to “servants” but never to “slaves.” Nor did slavery feature in the Rice Field Boat Tour (with views of alligators), the Zoo & Nature Center, the Swamp Garden, the Peacock Café, or the Gift Shop. If one wished to learn anything about the captive workers who had sustained and enriched this place for two centuries, one could pay an additional fee and tour a cluster of slave cabins.

These cabins, recently restored, were spick-and-span, with fireplaces, whitewashed clapboard siding, and metal or shake roofs. The exhibit conveyed the impression that life here, though frugal, might have been bearable—bearable, that is, had the inhabitants not been prisoners, without the right to marry or learn to read, without property, without claim to their children or their own bodies.

The guide’s commentary was mildly apologetic, in keeping with the tone of the Magnolia website, which notes “the vital role that Gullah people and culture plays [sic] in any interpretation of Lowcountry history. By addressing this often-overlooked part of the region’s narrative, Magnolia seeks to respectfully afford credit where credit is due. Visitors have the option to take a shuttle to the cabins, where they will experience an engaging and interactive discussion of the dynamic issues that shape this delicate inquiry.”

The language betrays a reluctance even to bring up “this often overlooked part of the region’s narrative”—the fact that the glamor and comfort of those living in the main house depended on the squalor and misery of enslaved human beings, who were prevented from fleeing the plantation by chains, whips, vigilantes, and hunger.

This core truth, barely touched on in the “delicate inquiry” at Magnolia, was forthrightly addressed at the neighboring plantation of Drayton Hall, which I visited next. Once the property of the same family that owned Magnolia, Drayton Hall had been acquired, restored, and opened to the public by a nonprofit trust.

Here, the guide, an African American woman, stressed that the grand architecture and equally grand lifestyle of the main house, once known as Drayton’s Palace, were the fruits of slave labor. She spoke of the many skills the captives had brought from Africa, including knowledge of rice cultivation, and she described the harsh living conditions they had endured, the malaria and malnutrition, the broken families, the children sired by masters. I concluded my visit by exploring a cemetery where slaves had been buried, most of their graves unmarked, in a forest glade that the trust protected as sacred ground.

On the Drayton Hall website, equal billing is given to the Drayton family and to an African American family named Bowens, whose ancestors had been slaves on the plantation, perhaps from as early as the 1670s until the Civil War. By contrast, the Magnolia website notes that the plantation “saw immense wealth and growth through the cultivation of rice during the Colonial era,” but does not mention who did the cultivating; it recounts the trials and tribulations of the owners, but says nothing of the people they bought and sold. Most revealingly, the Magnolia website declares that “the outbreak of the American Civil War would threaten the welfare of the family, the house, and the gardens themselves.” The reader must fill in the source of that threat, which was the emancipation of the slaves.

My visits to these two plantations gave me a stark lesson in the power of historical perspective: one is viewed, even today, through the eyes of those who exploited their fellow human beings; the other is viewed through the eyes of those who were exploited.
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It is easy for me to scorn the slaveholders. How could they have enjoyed their islands of luxury in a sea of misery? Likewise, when I reflect on who might be their counterparts today, it is easy for me to denounce the world’s wealthiest 1 percent, who control fully half of global wealth. How can they live so extravagantly, with their private jets and multiple mansions, while billions of people lack bare necessities? When I probe deeper, however, I discover that by the measure of annual income rather than wealth, I too belong to that richest 1 percent of the global population—as does every individual with income greater than $32,000 per year. Half of American workers fall into that category.

Granted, a dollar in the United States will not stretch as far as an equivalent amount of money in Nigeria, say, or Thailand. Here, families struggle to pay for housing, health care, groceries, and other essentials on $32,000 per year. Still, even allowing for our high cost of living, from a global perspective millions of Americans are superrich, living in houses equipped like palaces, feasting on delicacies, traveling for pleasure, constantly on the lookout for new garments or gadgets to buy.

Like a slave society, our consumer society provides a lavish way of life for a minority while imposing suffering on untold other beings. The comparison might seem exaggerated. But consider: How many of the goods we buy were made in sweatshops or forced labor camps? How many were made by children who never attend school? For that matter, how many of those goods were made not by oppressed workers but by actual slaves, of whom there are some twenty-five million worldwide, according to a UN estimate?

Which tyrannical regimes do our gasoline dollars support? How many civilians die in the wars waged to protect American economic interests? (An estimated half a million so far in Iraq alone.) Which of the corporations that we patronize reap the most from U.S. military spending? How many indigenous tribes are uprooted and how many acres of rain forest are leveled to pasture the beef served in our burger joints? If we eat poultry or meat, were the animals confined to pens and cages before their slaughter? If we are vegetarians, what wildlife habitat was cleared to grow our food, and what conditions did the migrant workers endure while planting and harvesting? Which of our fellow species are vanishing before the onslaught of suburban sprawl?

The point of such questions is not to induce guilt, that futile emotion, but to acknowledge that our privileged way of life, like that of the slaveholders, is built on suffering. The legacy of slavery still haunts our nation in the form of racism, along with the higher incidence of poverty, disease, unemployment, incarceration, and other afflictions among African Americans. In the same way, our prodigal consumption today, especially of fossil fuels, will haunt our descendants, in the form of reduced biodiversity, depleted soils, diminished forests, polluted waters, and disrupted climate.

What do I mean by prodigal consumption? The average size of a newly built house in the United States has increased by 50 percent since 1983, even as the average family size has decreased. The average number of vehicle miles driven per person in the United States has increased by more than 50 percent since 1971. While Americans comprise roughly 5 percent of the global population, we use one-third of the world’s paper, one-quarter of the oil, more than a quarter of the aluminum, and produce more than 16 percent of the greenhouse emissions.

Once one grasps the present and likely future impact of our current excesses, the ideology of perpetual growth—of markets, profits, and consumption—appears as abhorrent as the ideology of chattel slavery. The only moral response, for those of us rich enough to have a choice in the matter, is to consume less of the world’s goods, to share more with those who have the least, and to leave more resources intact and a healthier planet for coming generations.
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It may seem naïve to imagine that moral arguments will prompt significant numbers of Americans to live in a materially simpler way or to share more of their wealth with those in need. Yet that is precisely what the Jesus of the Gospels instructs his followers to do. “Sell all your possessions and give the money to the poor,” he tells the rich man, “and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (Luke 18:22). Like Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and other Hebrew prophets, Jesus repeatedly warns against piling up earthly treasures and calls for generous treatment of the needy. Surely such teaching ought to carry some weight with the roughly 65 percent of Americans who identify themselves as Christians. Similar instructions can be found in Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, indigenous religions, and other spiritual traditions.

The abolitionists hoped that moral suasion might bring an end to slavery. They were first ignored as cranks, and then as their influence grew, they were attacked—not only by slaveholders and their white sympathizers, but also by ship owners, factory owners, and merchants in the North who profited from slavery. When Angelina Grimké, daughter of a prominent, slave-owning judge in Charleston, began speaking out in favor of abolition, citing the Gospels, she was shunned by her family and community. William Lloyd Garrison had a price put on his head, and was once nearly killed by a gang in Boston for publishing his abolitionist paper, The Liberator. Harriet Beecher Stowe was vilified throughout the South for her depiction of slavery in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852.

Another abolitionist classic, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, published in 1845, caused outrage by documenting not only the cruelties of slavery but also the hypocrisy of the supposedly Christian slaveholders. “The religion of the south,” Douglass wrote, “is a mere covering for the most horrid crimes,—a justifier of the most appalling barbarity,—a sanctifier of the most hateful frauds,—and a dark shelter under which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and most infernal deeds of slaveholders find the strongest protection.” By exposing the masters from the victims’ point of view, Douglass made himself a target for slave catchers, and was forced to seek refuge in England.

In the end, as we know, speeches and writings failed to convert the slaveholders; the slaves were emancipated not by appeals to conscience but by wholesale bloodshed.

Appeals to conscience may prove as futile in curbing hyper-consumerism today as they proved a century and a half ago in curbing slavery. But if they do prove futile, then what? Ever more extreme measures will be required to maintain a supply of natural resources, as we already see in the oil and gas industry, with fracking, tar sands mining, and offshore drilling. Battles over resources, especially fresh water, will intensify. The depletion of arable lands and the disruption of natural systems, from oceans to atmosphere, will create ever harsher living conditions for the majority of the world’s people, even as the human population swells. Rising sea levels, more frequent floods and droughts, extended heat waves, and the spread of epidemic disease will produce an ever-increasing flow of refugees. (The UN estimates that in 2018 there were 70.8 million “forcibly displaced” persons worldwide.) Many of those refugees will perish before securing aid, but many will survive to invade the precincts of the rich, and they will press their needs—violently, if necessary.
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Advocates for hyper-consumerism dismiss such warnings. They claim technology will overcome limits to growth and compensate for environmental damage. They predict that the continued expansion of global capitalism and industrialism, which brought on these crises, will somehow solve them. In any case, they argue, an economic system based on selfishness and greed is the only one compatible with human nature. In short, they claim that we can exploit Earth without limit but that we cannot change human behavior.

I think they are wrong on both counts. Scientists have identified nine planetary boundaries that must not be violated if our species is to flourish. Several of these have already been exceeded, including the rates of biodiversity loss and climate change; we are fast approaching other thresholds, including freshwater use, ocean acidification, habitat disturbance, and global flows of nitrogen and phosphorous.

Again, the advocates of perpetual growth dismiss any such warnings. But on physics, chemistry, and biology, I trust scientists more than economists, merchants, and advertisers. On matters of human nature, I am convinced by my half-century experience as a teacher, by the testimony of history and biography, and by countless examples of people whom I have known, that we are creatures capable of learning, capable of imagining and caring about others, capable of changing our minds and our ways.

In the end, which is more naïve—to believe that infinite growth is possible on a finite planet, or that restraint is necessary? And which view of our nature is more convincing—that we are prisoners of selfishness and greed, or that we can also act out of compassion and generosity? The choice we make will shape our lives, and the lives of those who come after us.




Neighbors
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ONE NIGHT, DEEP IN WINTER, deep in the Ohio countryside, midway through the 1950s when I was a boy of ten or so, there came a knocking at our farmhouse door. Glad of an excuse to escape from the scary movie that was playing on our brand-new TV, with its round screen and murky black-and-white picture, I ran to answer the knock.

Opening the door, I found our neighbor from down the road, Mrs. Thompson, with a baby in her arms and her other four children huddled behind her, shivering. The look on Mrs. Thompson’s face was even scarier than the movie. “I need to ask your parents a favor,” she said.

Before I could fetch them, my father and mother came to the door, having heard the urgency in Mrs. Thompson’s voice even above the spooky music on TV. To my relief, the one-eyed monster, as my father called it, was now silent.

My mother hustled them all inside, laying a hand on the head of the baby and on each of the kids in turn as they scurried by like a troop of ducklings. They were wearing pajamas under their raggedy coats, and worn-out sneakers caked with snow. No boots, no gloves, no hats. No wonder they were shivering. I knew they were poor, because the two kids who were old enough for school boarded the bus wearing the same clothes every day. My parents often sent my sister or me down the road to their place with vegetables from our garden or Mason jars from our canning shelves. “To share the wealth,” my mother would say.

The favor that Mrs. Thompson shyly asked was if she and her children could spend the night until they found some other place to live, because their house had burned down. Only then did I notice the smell of smoke.

“Burned down?” my father repeated. He flung open the door and stared out, but there was nothing to see except the snowy fields and starry sky, because the Thompsons’ place was half a mile away, beyond a bend in the road.

“Where’s Jimmy?” my father asked, about the man whom I knew to call Mr. Thompson and knew to avoid because of his foul temper.

“Took off in his truck,” Mrs. Thompson said. “It was him who started the fire. He fell asleep smoking.”

My mother and big sister quickly made up pallets for the kids; put the baby, who had slept through the whole ruckus, in a bassinette that my own little brother had recently left for a crib; and put fresh sheets on my bed for Mrs. Thompson.

I slept on the couch that night, and off and on for weeks afterward, until my father and a dozen or so of our neighbors finished building a new house on the foundations of the tar paper shack that had burned. The materials were donated or purchased with money gathered in local stores and churches, and, of course, the men, mostly farmers or carpenters or factory workers, volunteered their labor. Women delivered casseroles and cakes and soups and a feast of other foods to our door almost every day while the Thompsons stayed with us.

Soon after Mrs. Thompson and her children moved into the new house, Mr. Thompson returned from wherever he had been wandering. But he stayed only a few days, and then he left for good.

Why he left for good I did not learn until years later, when I asked my father if he knew the reason. My father explained that Jimmy Thompson used to beat Mrs. Thompson and the kids, who often showed up at school or the hospital covered in bruises. When my father learned of this, he talked to the sheriff, who talked with Mrs. Thompson and then secured a restraining order. When the beatings continued, despite the court order, my father paid a visit to the house and had what he called a “heart-to-heart talk” with Jimmy, who saw the benefits of moving elsewhere and leaving the family in peace.

Knowing that my father had been a Golden Gloves boxer in his early days, I asked, “Did you threaten him?”

“I told him if he hit anybody in his household one more time, and I learned of it, he would have to hit me next, or try to, and he could find out how it felt.”
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I recall this story as an especially vivid example of the mutual care I witnessed in the rural Ohio community where I grew up. My parents and all the other grown-ups had lived through the Great Depression and World War II; they knew they needed one another. When someone fell sick, lost a job or a child, neighbors would nurse them, feed them, console them. Neighbors would loan tools, offer rides to town, share garden bounty, listen to happy news or sorrows, visit shut-ins, and swap work. The people in that community recognized one another’s dogs and horses and cows, and made sure any stray animal was returned to its own pasture or house. They kept an eye out for one another’s children. We kids roamed freely over everybody’s land, knowing we could knock on any door for help. Once, when I fell through river ice while checking muskrat traps, I staggered to the nearest farmhouse, where the elderly couple thawed me out by their woodstove and thanked me for livening up their morning.

I do not mean to romanticize that rural community. Jimmy Thompson was not the only scoundrel. There were grumps and gossips among us, but no saints. Nor were there any African Americans, Asian Americans, or Latinos. I believe that my parents would not have distinguished among neighbors on the basis of race or ethnicity, a belief supported by what I observed in their later years when they lived in cities in Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Ontario. How many others on those Ohio back roads would have been equally tolerant, I cannot say, but I recognize that the allwhite homogeneity of our community eased the way to a culture of mutual care. It also helped that there were no rich people, so nobody suffered from the delusion that money could buy all the necessary help or comfort. People knew that sooner or later they would need a hand or a hug, a recipe or advice; they would need a neighbor, not a hireling, to rescue them from loneliness or loss. Knowing their own vulnerability, they had a livelier sense of what others needed or suffered.

The neighborly culture I observed in the 1950s was shaped by other circumstances that are less common in America today. Because a greater stigma was attached to divorce and to pregnancy outside of wedlock, and because women had few options for supporting themselves without a husband, nearly every family had two parents. Many women, by choice or necessity, were full-time homemakers. In addition, households often contained grandparents or other kinfolk. So there were grown-ups at home during the day, available to look in on an ailing neighbor or help can tomatoes or hold a fretful baby. People often worked outdoors, repairing their houses and cranky machines, weeding gardens or mending fences. There were no electronic attractions indoors aside from primitive televisions, so children commonly played outdoors, requiring no equipment aside from a ball and bat and mitt, perhaps, or a bow and arrows and a bale of hay, and requiring no guidance except from their imagination. Chores also kept children in the open air, filling water troughs in the barn lot or gathering eggs from the chicken coop. In hot weather, families sat on porches in the evening, listening to the radio, reading books aloud, playing cards or board games and telling stories, all within sight of passersby who would stop to chat.

It is clear that most Americans would not choose to go back to such a world even if we could. In our millions, we have chosen air-conditioning, jumbo TVs, video games, and sundry other electronic devices, food from grocery stores or fast food joints, and a life spent almost entirely indoors. Without leaving our desks or easy chairs, we can tap into news and knowledge and products from around the world. Who could regret this enlargement of our awareness and reach? Who could regret that our society has become more appreciative of racial and ethnic and sexual diversity, however halting and imperfect the changes in attitude may be? Who could regret that women now enjoy wider opportunities for learning and living and working than they did in the 1950s?

These gains have come at a cost, however. Our mechanical conveniences, proliferating gadgets, and industrially grown foods have placed an ever-increasing strain on Earth. Since 1950, for example, per capita consumption of electricity in the United States has nearly doubled, contributing to a tripling of our greenhouse gas emissions. During that same period, the rate of obesity in America has also tripled, affecting nearly a fifth of children and fully a third of adults, and this trend has placed an increasing strain on our health-care system. Living indoors has cut us off from neighbors as well as nature. Thanks to digital technology, we may learn about the needs of people in distant nations, may donate money to global causes—and that is all to the good—but we may not know the person who lives next door. Ignorant of our neighbors, we may be reluctant to walk in the streets, visit parks, or allow our children to play outdoors. The increase in opportunities for women in paid employment, surely a change for the better, has led to a decrease in the care that women as full-time homemakers once provided to their children, kinfolk, and communities. Insofar as that care is still provided, much of it is paid for, either directly out of pocket or indirectly through taxes.

The shift from a culture of care based on familiarity and affection to one based primarily on money has freed us from many burdens. It has also exposed us to risks. Junk food may ruin our children’s health; junk media may dull their minds. Hiring strangers to repair our houses may lead to shoddy work or scams. The more we count on private wages, savings, and loans to meet our needs, the more we may neglect the public wealth that our ancestors created—schools, libraries, parks, museums, civic organizations—as well as the natural wealth of healthy soil and water and air. Those who cannot pay for necessities, such as medicines, may have to do without, unless they can secure help from government programs or charities. Those who can easily afford not only necessities but luxuries often resent paying taxes to benefit people whom they regard as lazy or alien or otherwise unworthy. When that resentment is turned into public policy, the rich get richer, the poor get poorer, and the majority live in dread of job loss, accident, illness, divorce, or other contingencies that might plunge them into poverty.
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Loving one’s neighbors, or at least caring for them without expecting to be paid, is in keeping with instructions from many of the world’s scriptures, including the Bible, a respected authority in the community where I grew up. In that community, in that era, people looked after one another, trusting that they would be looked after in turn. They shared their abundance—of sweet corn, say, or plumbing skills—trusting that they would benefit from the abundance of others. Compassion might reinforce this mutual care, as when my mother hustled the shivering Thompson children into our house and fondly patted their heads, but the essential motive was practical. Being able to rely on neighbors made everyone more secure.

Anthropologists call this nonmonetary exchange of goods and aid reciprocity, and they find it in every long-lasting culture. As a boy, I learned to call it neighborliness. Hearing that word today, one might be tempted to sigh or shudder—sigh, if one imagines people have become too selfish, too plugged in, too mercenary to care for others; shudder, if one fears that neighbors will pry into one’s business or add to one’s responsibilities.

Isn’t life easier if we mind our own business and let others mind theirs? Isn’t the American way to be self-reliant, pull yourself up by your bootstraps, and let others fend for themselves? Besides, who counts as a neighbor? Is it simply the person next door, whose house might burn down? Is it anyone who lives on my block or my stretch of road? Should I consider as neighbors everyone in my town or city? All the members of my tribe, ethnic group, or social class? All those who salute the same flag or worship the same god? Anybody anywhere who needs help? Who is my neighbor?

As I noted in an earlier essay, a wily lawyer asked that question of Jesus, who answered by telling a story: A man traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho was set upon by thieves, stripped of his clothes, severely beaten, and left in a ditch to die. First one and then another religious official, seeing the man, a fellow Jew, passed by on the far side of the road. A third traveler came along, a Samaritan, a person who by the customs of that time and place should have shunned the injured man. Instead, he bound up the man’s wounds, delivered him to an inn, and cared for him through the night. Next morning, he paid the innkeeper the equivalent of two days’ wages to look after the man until he, the Samaritan, could return and pay whatever additional charges there might be. On finishing his story, Jesus asked the lawyer, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” “The one who showed him mercy,” the lawyer replied. Then Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:25–37).

That was a tall order when Jesus delivered it two thousand years ago, and it is an even taller order today. On a planet with nearly eight billion people, there are more robbers than ever, not only burglars and muggers but also identity thieves, online scammers, and financiers who bundle bad mortgages and rig markets; there also are far more injured people abandoned in prisons or camps or slums. The media bring us news of ethnic and religious hostilities that make the ancient rift between Jews and Samaritans seem mild by comparison; they bring us news of wars, coups, droughts, floods, famines, and epidemics. Worldwide at the end of 2018 there were seventy million refugees displaced by such turmoil, the largest number ever recorded by the United Nations, and more than half of them were children. Agencies ranging from Oxfam to the Pentagon have predicted that all of these threats will intensify under the combined impact of climate disruption and population growth, placing more and more people in jeopardy. Whose mercy can stretch to embrace so much need?
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Psychologists first diagnosed “compassion fatigue” among nurses, mental health workers, and others who care for trauma victims; in recent years they have observed the same condition among people who learn of trauma only through the media. Our screens blaze with images of disaster; our mailboxes and inboxes overflow with appeals for desperate causes. Dismayed by the scale of suffering, caregivers may burn out, viewers may tune out, and all of us may retreat into numbness.

Yet neighborliness persists. In barrios, ghettoes, villages, and leafy cul-de-sacs, along country roads and disputed borders, inside high-rises and apartment buildings, in churches and synagogues and mosques, the practice of mutual care still goes on. What form it takes will vary from place to place, from person to person, depending on resources and circumstances. For an elder in a slum, it might be telling stories to children, and for those children it might be carrying jugs of water from the public tap to shut-ins who can no longer carry their own. For refugees fleeing war or famine, it might be taking turns carrying those who are too weak to walk. For a teenage girl in a suburb, it might be staying overnight with a woman down the street whose husband of fifty years recently died, and for that widow it might be teaching the girl how to bake bread. For a high school boy, it might be sending a portion of his lawn-mowing earnings to UNICEF or CARE.

Even in a wired, crowded, money-driven world, neighborliness will survive. For we are a social species, with an inherited disposition for cooperation and sharing. We also have an instinct for selfishness, of course, a fact exploited by many advertisers and politicians and pundits. We are urged to think of ourselves as consumers rather than citizens. We are told that the pursuit of private greed will produce the greatest good. Despite these appeals to selfishness, however, all but the most affluent or arrogant of us realize that we need one another; we are responsible to one another for practical as well as moral reasons.

Anyone fortunate enough to live under a roof and eat regular meals might volunteer in a homeless shelter or community kitchen; anyone skilled in music or computers or languages might offer free lessons; anyone adept at reading and writing might tutor adult learners or kids who are struggling in school. Sharing money can certainly be an expression of neighborliness. After all, the Samaritan paid the innkeeper to provide lodging for the man set upon by thieves. However much or little we have to spare, we can donate money to support causes in our own communities, such as free medical clinics or after-school programs, and we can support international service organizations such as Doctors without Borders, Habitat for Humanity, or the Heifer Project. Even if we have no money to spare, we still have gifts to share—knowledge, perhaps, or laughter, a knack for listening, or a kindly touch.

Before binding up the wounds of the man set upon by thieves, so the story goes, the Samaritan salved those wounds with oil. There was courage as well as kindness in that touch, for the injured man was not merely a stranger but a presumed enemy. Courage may or may not be required when we reach out to help others, but kindness always is. The Samaritan was moved by more than an expectation of reciprocity, for he could not hope to receive help in return. He was moved by compassion. To be a neighbor, the story teaches, is to show mercy.

The same lesson is taught in Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and most other spiritual traditions: we should treat with compassion those whom we encounter who are in need. We may encounter them in our travels, as the Samaritan did, or learn about them on television, or meet them in the street, or find them knocking at our door. They may be wounded, hungry, or sick; they may carry the smell of smoke in their clothes and need a house to replace the one that burned down; they may need only a shoulder to cry on or a consoling hug. That we cannot meet every need even in our own communities, let alone in the world, is no excuse for despair. If we feel overwhelmed by the barrage of bad news, then let us disengage from the media for a spell, look around, and see what good we might do.




At the Gates of Deep Darkness
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MY SON HAS STAGE-FOUR CANCER. I can write the sentence, and I can explain the diagnosis, but I cannot wholly believe it. Reason tells me that Jesse is likely to die soon, long before I do, but my heart rebels. Any parent who faces the prospect of losing a child to disease might feel the same. But not every grieving parent has written books celebrating the beauty, creativity, and glory of nature, as I have. Not every parent has declared in print, as I have, that nature is sacred. Now, dismayed by Jesse’s illness, I question whether my writing has paid sufficient attention to nature’s dark side. In seeking to defend the wild Earth against human abuse, have I taken too sanguine a view of wildness? Can I still celebrate a power that produces not only monarch butterflies, humpback whales, and sycamore trees, but also hurricanes, plagues, and cancer?

Jesse is forty now, the father of three young children. One spring morning when he was eight or so, he and I set out for a nearby park to play a game of catch. Eager to try out his new baseball mitt, he trotted along, and I hustled to keep up with him. As we came to the end of the sidewalk, however, he suddenly stopped.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“God is in the grass,” he said, his voice quavering. “I can’t step on it.”

I gazed down at the grass, each blade gleaming in early sunlight. Mint-green leaves sprouted from every tree, the wind brought a heady fragrance of lilac and dirt, birdsong laced the air. If there was divinity anywhere, here it was. So far as I knew, nobody had taught Jesse to see God in the upwelling energy of spring. Perhaps, on sensing that energy, he simply gave it the grandest name he knew, a name he had learned at the dinner table and in Sunday school.

After a brief negotiation, Jesse allowed me to pick him up and carry him piggyback from the sidewalk to our favorite spot for playing catch. Evidently, he did not worry that I might offend God by walking on the grass, nor did he object when I set him down. He pounded his mitt, I moved away, and we began tossing the ball back and forth. The game seemed to distract him from his fear, for soon he was racing over the grass to catch the pop-ups I threw. But when we decided to go home, he asked me to carry him until we reached the pavement. As he rode on my back with his legs clamped around my waist and his arms around my neck, I smelled the sweet perfume of his sweat, the sweat of a boy too young to know that one day he would die.
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The expression on Jesse’s face as he stared at the spring grass showed a mixture of wonder and terror, an emotion I knew well from my own childhood glimpses of nature’s daunting power. By the age of ten, a couple of years older than Jesse was that day in the park, I had seen lightning shatter a giant oak in the front yard of our farmhouse, had narrowly escaped from a river in flood, had stumbled through the wreckage from a tornado. I was well acquainted with the death of animals. In our chicken coop, I found hens gutted by raccoons; in the pasture, I found one of our colts sprawled on the ground, crawling with flies, stinking, its belly swollen from eating rotten apples. I watched my father skin and butcher deer he had killed, watched him pluck the quail and pheasant he had shot, watched him scale and fillet fish. Already, by the age of ten, I had twice come close to dying—once from bee stings, once from falling through ice while checking muskrat traps. These brushes with death made me realize that what happened to animals would eventually happen to me.

The only alternative to oblivion, I had been taught in church and Bible camp, was to earn admission to heaven. In the rural Methodist churches my family attended, there was an emphasis on works rather than faith, perhaps because our fellow worshippers were farmers, carpenters, electricians, factory workers, and homemakers who lived by the sweat of their brow. The God invoked in those churches could damn us to hell, but would prefer to grant us eternal life. The good Lord yearned to save us from death, we children were told, a yearning summed up in the claim that God is love.

But if God is love, I could not help wondering, what rival power accounted for all the unloving things I observed? The drunken fathers, battered mothers, families broken by divorce, ragtag kids boarding the school bus hungry, dogs flattened by cars, stillborn rabbits, bums sleeping in barns, robins torn apart by hawks. In other congregations, all that misery might have been blamed on Satan. But among those country Methodists, if your crop failed because of drought, or if a fox gobbled your chickens, or if lightning set your house on fire, or if cancer stole your child, you didn’t blame Satan, and you certainly didn’t blame God, for that would have called your religion into question. No, you blamed nature.

Nature was the name for everything that people did not make and could not control—every bout of bad weather, every biting insect or snake, every weed and blight and disease. Rats raided your corncribs. Deer darted across the road in front of your truck. Trees crushed your roof. Wind and rain stole the dirt from your fields. In Sunday school, we learned that our bodies—but not our souls—were part of nature: corrupt and rebellious, the cause of drunkenness and fights, drag racing and short skirts, lustful boys and pregnant teenage girls, deformed babies, and early deaths. To my young mind, this troublesome nature appeared to be a primal force on a par with God, but lacking love.
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Even as I took in this fearful view of nature, I was forming a very different impression while exploring the woods, fields, and creeks near our homes, first in Tennessee and later in Ohio. I climbed trees, watched squirrels and butterflies and beetles, turned over rocks in search of crawdads, studied tadpoles in pond water, squished barefoot through mud, inhaled the dust of fallen leaves, filled my pockets with seeds. What I found in those remnants of untamed land did not frighten me. There were no big predators that could make a meal of me. The worst danger I might run into was a patch of poison ivy or a nest of yellow jackets. Sure, I noticed rotting stumps, fur scattered around an owl’s kill, bugs tangled in spiderwebs, blossoms trampled underfoot. But I was young, my body brimming with energy and free of aches. It was easy for me to ignore the shadows in God’s Creation.

That the world is a Creation, not an accident, I firmly believed. For in childhood I had been taught that everything in heaven and on Earth is God’s handiwork: the sun and moon and stars, the oceans and dry land, the butterflies and buttercups, the mosses and midges and great whales, and every creeping, crawling, flying, sprouting creature. Having made the world, God looked upon it all and found it good. Or so I read in the opening chapter of the Bible. But this teaching made me question once again how benevolent God could be. For if the Creation is good, the work of a loving Creator, why is it filled with suffering?

The answer I heard in church was that God sent trouble our way as a test of faith. After hearing that claim from the lips of preachers and Sunday school teachers, I found it dramatized in the Book of Job. I first read Job’s story when I was twelve. I know how old I was, because I keep within reach of my writing desk the Bible given to me on my twelfth birthday by my step-grandmother, who inscribed the date in her flowery cursive. By then I was beset by dread of death, so I scoured the tissue-thin pages, searching for a key to eternal life. I read the Bible as I read any other book, straight through from first page to last, proceeding over the course of many months from Genesis to Revelation.

Thus I came upon Job long before I read about Jesus. Even as a young and frequently baffled reader, I could easily follow Job’s story. He is a good man, careful to obey all the religious rules, and yet he loses his wife, his children, his livestock, and all his worldly possessions, everything but life itself. His friends tell him that he must be guilty, a secret sinner. But Job insists on his innocence. He demands to know why a just God would inflict such misery on a righteous man. Finally, God answers out of the whirlwind:


“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? . . . Have you commanded the morning since your days began . . . ? Have the gates of death been revealed to you, or have you seen the gates of deep darkness? . . . What is the way to the place where the light is distributed, or where the east wind is scattered upon the earth? . . . Can you bind the chains of the Pleiades, or loose the cords of Orion? . . . Do you give the horse its might? Do you clothe its neck with mane? . . . Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars, and spreads its wings toward the south?” (Job 38:4–31, 39:19–26)



It’s a thrilling speech: seventy verses long, a catalog of nature’s wonders, aimed at making any paltry human tremble before the grandeur of the Creator.

The speech culminates in God’s challenge to Job: “Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty? Anyone who argues with God must respond” (Job 40:2). The only response Job can muster is an abject apology:


“I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted . . . Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know . . . I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” (Job 42:2–6)



Following this apology, the story closes with a few verses telling the reader that Job’s fortunes are restored twice over, including seven sons and three daughters to replace the ones he lost, plus thousands of sheep and camels and oxen—a happy ending as contrived as anything dreamed up in Hollywood. Such restitution, we are told, compensates Job “for all the evil that the Lord had brought upon him” (Job 42:11). Why the evil was brought upon him to begin with, except as a cruel test of faith, is never explained.

In my early reading, I kept looking for an answer to Job’s question, which had become my question: If the Creation is good, if God is love, why is there suffering, sickness, and death? Eventually I realized that the story of Job provides no answer. The speech attributed to God does not explain why the wicked flourish while the innocent perish, why we must pass through the “gates of deep darkness” and ultimately through “the gates of death.” The speech merely warns uppity humans like Job not to ask such questions, lest they anger the Almighty. Since I knew the Bible had been written by people, not dictated by God, the lack of an answer to Job’s question meant that those who composed and preserved his story could shed no light on the darkness of Creation.
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While I was doggedly reading the Bible, three or four pages per night over several years, I was also reading books on science from our public library. I followed my passions: fascination with dinosaurs led me to study evolution; model rockets led me to astronomy; birds and bugs led me to biology; rocks led me to geology; kitchen table experiments led me to chemistry and physics. When I had exhausted the offerings in the young adult section, I moved on to the books for grown-ups. On the advice of a teacher, my parents bought me a subscription to Scientific American, a magazine that reported new discoveries along with the rigorous methods by which they had been achieved. The passages I could not understand—and there were many—only inspired me to deeper study. While my Bible reading was dutiful homework for graduation to heaven, my reading of science was driven by curiosity and delight.

By the time I started college, science had displaced religion as my principal guide for understanding the universe, the nature I observed around me, and my own life. There was no sudden moment of conversion, no angry rejection of my earlier training, but rather a gradual letting go of one authority in favor of another. The imaginative reach and rational power of science captivated me. The universe it revealed was more expansive and more astonishing than the one depicted in the Bible or preached from the pulpit. Unlike biblical stories, those told by science—about the big bang, for instance, or evolution, glaciation, photosynthesis, plate tectonics, genetic inheritance, mass extinction, or the growth of a fertilized egg into a human baby—could be tested, refuted, revised, or replaced. The scientific enterprise was cumulative and cosmopolitan, drawing on discoveries made by countless people, across hundreds of cultures, over the course of centuries. Science was not pinned to the pages of scripture, fixed forever like a fly in amber; it was dynamic, constantly evolving, like the organisms and cosmos it sought to understand.

In the light of science, Job’s question evaporated. Suffering is a puzzle only if one assumes that the universe is ruled over by a benevolent deity who cares about our well-being, and who responds to our appeals for relief. Drop that assumption, and the destructive side of nature becomes neither evil nor good, but simply the way of things. In the universe described by science, there are no angels looking after us, no saints to answer our petitions. Nor is there, within our mortal bodies, any essence that will outlast death. At the age of seventeen, a college freshman studying physics and math, I thought I had freed myself from all such illusions.
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Today, at the age of seventy-two, veteran of many losses, I recognize how much of my childhood religion lingers in me, and how little consolation science offers for the prospect of losing my son. My wife and I learned about the severity of his disease piecemeal, as he did, over the course of the past year. Last May, he consulted a doctor about lumps on the side of his neck, and was told not to worry, they were merely lymph nodes swollen by infection or stress. No stranger to stress as the manager of a business in Washington, D.C., Jesse accepted the diagnosis. But in the fall, as the swellings on his neck hardened, he sought another opinion. Thyroid cancer, the second doctor told him in late October, an affliction that in most cases can be effectively controlled by surgical removal of the gland followed by treatment with radioactive iodine. The prognosis for such cases is good, with a ten-year survival rate of better than 90 percent.

Then, in mid-November, a biopsy and blood test revealed that Jesse had medullary thyroid cancer, a rare and aggressive form of the disease, occurring in roughly 4 percent of cases. MTC, as we learned to call it, does not respond to radioactive iodine or to any other chemotherapy. Still, if the cancer was confined to his thyroid, the oncologist told him, removal of the gland should prevent it from spreading. In January, surgery disclosed that the cancer had already spread to tissue beyond the thyroid and into dozens of lymph nodes along the sides of his neck. This finding meant the disease was, at best, in stage three, implying a ten-year survival rate of 70 percent.

In early March, a blood test to measure the level of the hormone marker for MTC yielded a number much higher than the last measurement taken before the surgery, indicating that the cancer had metastasized beyond the thyroid and lymph nodes. A PET scan showed the cancer had entered Jesse’s spine, pelvis, femurs, ribs, and other large bones. Thus, step by disquieting step, he was diagnosed with stage-four medullary thyroid cancer, for which there is no known cure. The estimated ten-year survival rate ranges between 20 percent and 40 percent.

He may be one of those who survive, not only ten years but longer. That is what I fervently wish for him, so that he may live to see his children grow up, live to do the work he feels called to do, live to keep company with his wife, live to outlive me. If he dies before I do, my knowledge of nature will not spare me from grief. The Japanese poet Kobayashi Issa, a devout Buddhist, knew that everything passes, a human life as surely as a drop of morning dew. When his own child died, however, he confessed his anguish in a haiku, here translated by Robert Hass:


The world of dew

is the world of dew.

And yet, and yet—



In that phrase “and yet,” I hear the heart’s refusal to accept what reason declares to be the way of things.
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In sharing this personal story, I do not mean to impose my grief on readers, for we all have more than enough griefs to bear, both public and private. I tell of Jesse’s cancer because it has made clear to me the persistence of those questions, intuitions, fears, and longings that inspired my early devotion to churchgoing and Bible reading. I still puzzle over the sources of suffering; I still experience wonder and terror and awe; I still yearn for a sense of meaning; I still seek to understand the all-encompassing wholeness to which I belong. When I moved away from the cramped, anthropocentric world of biblical religion, I carried those old feelings with me. I found a new home for them in nature—in the intimate nature of Earth and its creatures perceived through my senses, and in the vast, evolving, exquisitely ordered cosmos, from subatomic particles to distant galaxies, unveiled by science.

When Blaise Pascal confessed in his Pensées, “The eternal silence of these infinite spaces fills me with dread,” the space he had in mind was cozy compared to the one we know. At the time of his writing, in the mid-seventeenth century, on a clear night in France he could have seen with his unaided eyes at most a couple of thousand stars. Even with the recently invented telescope, which enabled Galileo to spy the moons of Jupiter and discern individual stars in the Milky Way, Pascal could not have seen more than a minuscule portion of the universe disclosed by modern instruments.

The current estimate for the number of stars and galaxies is so staggering that scientists resort to imagery in an effort to convey the abundance. In the PBS documentary Cosmos, first broadcast in 1980, the astronomer Carl Sagan made the often-quoted remark that there are more stars in the observable universe than there are grains of sand on all the beaches of Earth. In case you are skeptical of that claim, as I was, let me note that several pundits have shown the math checks out, even based on a conservative estimate for the number of galaxies. More recently, with the benefit of observations provided by the Hubble Space Telescope, the physicist Chet Raymo has calculated that there are more stars in the Milky Way galaxy than there are salt grains in ten thousand pounds of salt.

Moreover, astronomers now suggest that the mass and energy bound up in all those uncountable stars and galaxies make up only about 5 percent of the universe. The remaining 95 percent, labeled dark matter and dark energy, has so far not been observed, but only inferred from its gravitational effects. The existence of so much hidden mass-energy helps to explain, for example, why a spiral galaxy such as ours does not fly apart, and why the rate of expansion of the universe is accelerating instead of slowing down. To add yet another layer of weirdness to the current scientific cosmology, some physicists speculate that the universe we inhabit may be only one of a potentially infinite number of alternate universes.

All of this dizzying array, whether in a single universe or many, imbued with life only on one planet or on billions of worlds, is what I mean by nature. The term embraces black holes and black bears, moons and microbes, quasars and quarks and quail. Contemplating such a vision, I feel wonder and terror in about equal measure. When those emotions combine, they produce awe, and awe is the root of reverence. To speak of nature as sacred is to say it is of utmost value, independent of our place or our fate. To speak of nature as holy is to acknowledge it as the force that generates and shapes everything. It is our source, our sustenance, our home. It is the divinity we can sense and study. We can behold the sun and moon and Milky Way with our naked eyes, can delve into the depths of space with our ingenious instruments. But the only portion of the sacred universe that we can affect, for good or ill, is here on Earth.

In moving from a religious worldview acquired in youth to a scientific worldview developed in adulthood, I have followed a pattern common among American nature writers, including great pioneers such as Emerson, Thoreau, Muir, Leopold, and Carson, as well as accomplished contemporaries such as Barry Lopez, Terry Tempest Williams, Chet Raymo, John Elder, Kathleen Dean Moore, Pattiann Rogers, and David James Duncan. In each of these writers, one finds, to varying degrees, patterns of thought and language carried over from religion. In particular, no matter how thorough their conversion to science, they maintain a sense that our relation to nature is essentially moral. They call on us to preserve Earth’s beauty and abundance, not merely to assure our survival, but to honor the intrinsic value—the sacredness—of nature. Without appealing to a Creator, they look upon our planetary home and find it good.
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Even though Pascal’s religion assured him that humans are at the center of the universe, and in the care of a benevolent God, he clearly had his doubts. For in the Pensées, he attributes his dread not so much to the overwhelming scale of those infinite spaces as to their eternal silence. The stars wheel on, remote, indifferent. They offer no comforting messages, no guidance, no answers to prayer.

As our friends learned of Jesse’s illness, several of them promised to pray for him and his family. I was touched by their kindness, and grateful, even though I had long since folded up my prayers and put them away along with other mementos from childhood. How many times had I recited at bedtime that unsettling rhyme?


Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep,

and if I die before I wake,

I pray the Lord my soul to take.



How many times had I recited the Lord’s prayer in church? How many clumsy pleas had I whispered into the darkness, shaken by fear or confusion or desire?

The study of science convinced me that there is no cosmic Lord monitoring our pleas, no sympathetic ruler who will intervene on our behalf to alter the course of nature. And yet on walks in recent months, retracing paths my son and I have taken together, I often find myself murmuring, “Heal Jesse, heal Jesse,” over and over again, in time with my steps. At first, when I caught myself repeating this refrain, mildly embarrassed, I would still my tongue. Yet within minutes, as I continued my walk, the words would rise again: “Heal Jesse, heal Jesse.” Eventually I gave in to the impulse, and now I let the words come. When I cross the park where Jesse sensed the presence of God in the grass, my chanting feels very much like prayer.

Why do I chant? Not because I imagine some deity might grant my wish. Not to elicit sympathy from passersby who might overhear my muttering. I chant because the repetition steadies me, the way a mantra centers the mind of a meditator. It calms my tumultuous feelings and concentrates my thoughts on what matters, as reciting the rosary or the psalms grounds believers in their faith. My calling of Jesse’s name is timed to the rhythm of my footsteps, my breath, my heartbeat. A mother’s heartbeat is the first sound we hear. Once outside the womb, we respond to that rhythm in the beating of drums, in the bass notes of music, in the iambic pentameter of poetry. Describing prayer in terms of physiology rather than theology does not make it any less comforting. Instead of appealing to an otherworldly spirit, prayer becomes a way of communing with earthly life, a reminder of our kinship with everything that breathes.
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The study of science fosters a greatly expanded sense of kinship, one that stretches from the dirt under our feet to distant galaxies. Exploding supernovas produced the calcium in our bones and the iron in our blood, along with all the elements heavier than helium that make up our bodies, our built environment, and our rocky, watery globe. We are kin not merely to a tribe or nation, not merely to humankind, but through our genes and evolutionary history we are linked to all life on Earth, plants and fungi as well as animals. We are made for this planet, creatures among creatures.

If you put your hands in the dirt, for example, and then use them, unwashed, to bring food to your mouth, you’re likely to take in a microbe called Mycobacterium vaccae, which triggers in your brain a burst of serotonin, a neurotransmitter that will lift your mood and sharpen your thinking. So the smell of thawing soil in spring rouses us from our winter slumber, children make mud pies, and gardeners eagerly dig. Our bodies are ecosystems, habitats for hundreds of species of microbes—some of them harmful, most of them beneficial. The strictly human cells in our bodies are outnumbered by the trillions of bacteria, viruses, and other microbes that live on us and inside us, fellow travelers on the evolutionary journey. Altogether, a person’s microbiome may weigh five pounds, while her brain weighs about three.

These discoveries and thousands more come to us as revelations, not from scriptures or God but from sustained inquiry by our three-pound brains. What humans have learned about our world and ourselves is no doubt dwarfed by what we don’t yet know, and may never know. Still, it’s amazing that a short-lived creature on a dust-mote planet, circling an ordinary star near the edge of one among billions of galaxies, has managed to decipher so much about the workings of the universe. And the more we decipher, the more we realize that everything is connected to everything else, near and distant, living and nonliving, as mystics have long testified. This connectedness, this grand communion, is what I have come to think of as soul—not my soul, as if I were a being apart, but the soul of Being itself, the whole of things.

I have abandoned the religious creed in which I first encountered words like soul, sacred, holy, reverence, divinity, and awe, but I refuse to abandon the words themselves. For they point to what is of ultimate value, what claims our deepest respect. As a writer, I wish to say that nature is sacred, deserving of reverence for its creativity, antiquity, majesty, and power. I wish to say that Earth is holy, precious, surpassingly beautiful and bountiful, deserving of our utmost care. Although our survival is at stake, an appeal to fear won’t inspire such care, because fear is exhausting and selfish. Although we need wise environmental policies, laws alone will not elicit such care, nor will a sense of duty, shame, or guilt. Only love will. Only love will move us to act wisely and caringly, year upon year, all our lives long.

The meaning of the word love was also first framed for me in a religious context. As a boy, when I still watched baseball games on television, I would often see, in the bleachers behind home plate, a man holding up a sign that read, JOHN 3:16. This verse from the New Testament was one of many I knew by heart: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him shall not perish but may have everlasting life.” That promise of salvation from death is what fills the pews in Christian churches and fills the coffers of televangelists. I understand the appeal, though I no longer believe in the promise. The root of the word nature means to be born. But that is only half the story. The fate of everything born, whether star or child, is to die. Whatever nature knits together, it eventually unravels.
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Cancer is one of those ways of unraveling. There is nothing unnatural about cancer, although the toxics and radiation we introduce into the environment surely increase the incidence of this and every other form of disease. Neither is there anything unnatural about an animal defending itself from predators and pests. That’s why our species has a robust immune system, which controls most pathogens from outside our bodies and most rogue cells inside. That’s why, when the immune system falters or fails, we turn to medicine, including a battery of therapies to resist cancer.

The only therapy Jesse receives at present is a monthly injection of a drug that strengthens bones, to reduce the likelihood of fracture. A lifelong athlete, he began with our games of catch in the park, then moved on to basketball and soccer, but now he has been ordered to avoid contact sports and give up running. He may continue training with weights, to preserve the strength in his bones, but he must be careful not to fall. He must caution his rambunctious five-year-old son not to run across the room and leap into Daddy’s lap. The boy and his two sisters, ages eight and ten, know that Daddy is sick, but they do not know how sick. Nor would you know, if you met Jesse today, for the cancer does not yet show in his posture or his walk. But the disease is working in the marrow of his bones; the cells multiply and proliferate, claiming more of his energy, more of his body, day by day.

I write these lines in May, a year after the first doctor told Jesse that the lumps on his neck were nothing to worry about. Had that doctor sent him to an endocrinologist, the cancer might have been detected before it spread from his thyroid, or at least before it invaded his bones. It might have been caught in time for healing.

The analogies to our environmental crisis are obvious. As a nation, as a species, we risk ignoring climate disruption, soil erosion, mass extinctions, collapse of ocean fisheries, and other ecological warnings until the damage is beyond repair. The drive of cancer cells to multiply and spread is no different from the impulse that drives humans to reproduce and spread our kind around the globe. Unlike cancer cells, however, we have the capacity to reason, to foresee consequences, to change our ways.

Whether there is a Creator who loves the world, I cannot pretend to know. But we are the ones, we humans with our insatiable appetites and disruptive technology, who need to love our bit of the world, this magnificent planet. Think of how you love your child, if you have a child, or how you love the children of others—the toddlers learning to walk, the kids pumping their legs on swings, the teenagers holding hands. Think of how you love whatever you passionately love: music, flowers, painting, poetry, baseball, language, dance, the first frog calls of spring, the return of sandhill cranes, the sound of rain on a metal roof, the full moon in a clear night sky, the splash of the Milky Way, every atom and whisper of the one with whom you share your bed. That is how we must love the world.




Writing While the World Burns
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SUPPOSE THE YEAR IS 2100, and the midrange predictions of today’s leading atmospheric scientists and ecologists have come to pass. A quarter of the world’s coastal cities have been partly or entirely abandoned due to rising sea levels, displacing more than a billion people. A third of all species alive a century earlier have gone extinct. Severe droughts have turned large areas, formerly devoted to agriculture, into deserts; in other areas, more violent rains are causing floods, eroding fields, and drowning crops. Higher temperatures reduce crop yields, and higher levels of carbon dioxide reduce the nutritional value of staples such as soybeans and rice and maize. Some crops fail entirely for lack of pollinators. Heat waves are becoming more frequent and more intense, turning cities into ovens and forests into tinderboxes. The forests that survive have lost much of their biodiversity, as have the remaining grasslands and wetlands as well as the oceans. Most coral reefs have died, leading to a drastic reduction in marine life. Most glaciers have disappeared, parching regions that depend on glacial meltwater during the dry summer months. Elsewhere, vast amounts of fresh water have been lost to pollution, to higher rates of evaporation from reservoirs and rivers, and to the emptying of aquifers for irrigation. Each year famine and water scarcity force millions of people to flee their homes and crowd into already overcrowded refugee camps, urban slums, and wastelands. Everywhere on Earth, individuals and tribes and nations compete for dwindling resources, often violently. The cost in human suffering is incalculable. And the future promises no relief.
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Now suppose, further, that in 2100 a few Americans still read books, not merely for pleasure or escape but for enlightenment. One of those readers, a young woman named Rachel, has inherited her great-grandmother’s library, which consists mainly of literary works dating from the early twenty-first century. There are collections of poetry, short stories, and essays, as well as novels and memoirs, hundreds of volumes altogether. Rachel handles them carefully, for they are printed on actual paper, much of it yellow and brittle. Many of the books have been signed by their authors, with inscriptions to the great-grandmother, who published a few books of her own. Rachel also aspires to become a writer, partly to emulate her great-grandmother, partly to enjoy shaping language as a potter shapes clay, but mainly because writing is her way of thinking about questions that trouble her. Most troubling of all is the question of how previous generations—especially in her home country, once the richest and most powerful of nations—could have knowingly wrecked the world.

Based on accounts she has read of the period leading up to the Great Unraveling, Rachel feels certain those earlier generations knew they were passing on a bitter legacy. The heating of the atmosphere and oceans, the mass extinction of species, the loss of arable land, the squandering of fresh water, the spread of toxics and epidemic disease, the unchecked growth of human population and consumption—all of these alarming trends were widely publicized from the 1990s onward. The dangers were detailed and warnings were proclaimed—not only in scientific journals and official reports from governments and international bodies, but also on television and websites, in newspapers and books. Americans of that era could have remained oblivious of this unfolding disaster, and of the human role in causing it, only through a determined effort to remain ignorant.

Now in her twenties, Rachel has spent nearly her entire life in school. The more she learns, both inside and outside the classroom, the more she recognizes the limits of her knowledge. She distinguishes between such routine ignorance, which is common to all of us as finite creatures no matter how devoted we are to learning, and willful ignorance, which requires a devotion to not knowing. As examples of willful ignorance, she thinks of plantation owners in the pre–Civil War South who chose not to acknowledge the suffering, much less the humanity, of slaves. She thinks of Germans during the Holocaust who chose not to acknowledge the death camps. She thinks of fossil fuel magnates, strip mine owners, junk food tycoons, pesticide peddlers, military profiteers, and other moguls who refused to acknowledge the injury and misery they caused. She thinks also of the ordinary people, evidently a majority of Americans early in the twenty-first century, who ignored warnings about the disruption of Earth’s living systems, shutting out any knowledge that might have required them to sacrifice comfort or money or time.

One exhibition of willful ignorance that Rachel finds particularly disgraceful, even by the low standards of that day, occurred during the 2012 presidential campaign, when seven of the eight candidates seeking nomination by one of the major parties refused to admit that human actions were heating the planet. Fortunately, in Rachel’s view, that party has long since withered away, and so has its chief rival, but not before the two parties sold the American political system to corporations and billionaires. Those corporations and billionaires also funded TV channels and so-called think tanks that pumped out propaganda as thick as smog, all aimed at obscuring any link between the accumulation of financial wealth and the desolation of the planet. Advertising, largely paid for out of the same deep pockets, pervaded every medium and every space, pushing all the buttons of human appetite and fear to sell everything from sugary drinks and gas-guzzling trucks to gambling weekends in Las Vegas and blissful eternity in heaven.

Eventually, the most irresponsible of the giant corporations were dismantled or buckled under the weight of their own obliviousness, and the billionaires died off or were rendered harmless by the collapse of the world’s financial systems. Their hoards of money, which they had guarded with the ferocity of dragons defending heaps of gold, were revealed to be nothing more than digits in databanks. Eventually, no amount of propaganda could hide the ruin that was overtaking the planet, nor could the parade of electronic toys, the chatter of celebrity gossip, or the spectacles of sex and sports and violence. At long last, people woke up. But by then it was too late to stave off the global devastation that everyone alive in 2100 must now contend with.

Most of what Rachel has learned about those decades leading up to the Great Unraveling fills her with fury, especially the behavior of the world’s richest nations during the period between 1980 and 2020, when it would still have been possible to avert the worst of the damage. In the face of clear warnings, those rich nations—the United States most prominent among them—continued their frenzy of mining and burning and paving and plundering.

Rachel’s anger is tempered, however, by her discovery that a substantial minority of Americans back then were appalled by the ruinous effects of their culture and economy. Among them were scientists and teachers, civic and religious leaders, dedicated journalists, courageous politicians, the staff and supporters of conservation groups and social justice organizations, and millions of ordinary people who chose to live in such a way as to cause less damage. A surprising number of people, young and old, went to jail for trying to slow the industrial onslaught: they lay down in front of bulldozers, chained themselves to the doors of banks, pulled up survey stakes, camped in the branches of old-growth trees, sabotaged coal-mining equipment, harassed whaling ships, interfered with auctions of drilling permits, defaced billboards, shut down pipelines, or demonstrated at stockholder meetings. Others set out to amend some of the damage by cleaning up rivers, restoring prairies and wetlands, protecting endangered animals and plants, or creating gardens in schoolyards and backyards and vacant lots.

Rachel feels grateful toward that minority, for without their efforts the web of life would have become even more tattered and the conditions of life even more desperate. Trained in restoration ecology, she spends her days struggling to revive one of the last remaining salmon runs on the Pacific coast. The work is hard, constrained at every turn by the leavings of the fossil fuel era. Poisons, floating plastic, crumbling dams, high acidity, denuded shorelines, and other hazards endanger the salmon from the headwaters of their native streams to the depths of the ocean. Despite her efforts and those of her fellow scientists, despite the labor of volunteers who remove trash from streams and plant willows to shade the spawning beds, the salmon may perish—the sockeye, coho, Chinook, and all the rest—as over a million other species have perished. But she will not give up as long as any fish remain.

Meanwhile, in the evenings, tired from work and often discouraged, she keeps reading. After learning all she can from histories and scientific reports, she turns to the books she has inherited from her great-grandmother—the volumes of poetry, fiction, and essays—to see what American writers of the early twenty-first century had to say about the rush toward the Great Unraveling. Their language can seem as antique as that of Shakespeare, but she makes the effort to decipher it. Perhaps in the yellowing pages of these books she can find consolation, even guidance, for living among the ruins.
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To describe what she finds in those books requires me to return from 2100 to our time, and to proceed with an awareness of my own inescapable ignorance. I can speak with confidence about Rachel, since I invented her. What I say about the condition of the world in her day is necessarily more speculative, but the scenario I’ve sketched is well within the mainstream projections offered by today’s scientists. Though not infallible, those projections are the most reliable we have, for they arise from the careful gathering and analysis of data and the building of computer models by thousands of highly trained researchers.

I cannot draw on any such collaborative knowledge in describing the trove of books handed down from Rachel’s great-grandmother. Of course, I am free to fill that imagined library with whatever books I choose. But in doing so I am limited by my own tastes and concerns, and by the scope of my reading. I love the American land and I am disturbed by the reckless way we have treated it, so I read by preference books grounded in this country—the actual country, the fields and forests, rivers and mountains—and therefore books largely written by authors who do not live in our great cities. Perhaps it goes without saying that my reading has also been influenced by my gender, age, race, and social class. No doubt there are many books, beyond those I have read, that would stir me by their artistry and vision if I were to open them.

Conceding these limitations, and assuming others I’m not aware of, let me name a few of the American writers actively publishing after 1980 whose works I want Rachel to inherit from her great-grandmother: Edward Abbey, A. R. Ammons, Wendell Berry, Annie Dillard, Louise Erdrich, Jim Harrison, Robert Hass, Barbara Kingsolver, Galway Kinnell, Barry Lopez, Peter Matthiessen, Bill McKibben, W. S. Merwin, Kathleen Dean Moore, Mary Oliver, Leslie Marmon Silko, Robert Michael Pyle, Gary Snyder, Wallace Stegner, and Terry Tempest Williams. The list could be greatly extended. In fact, the notes from which I draw this sample contain more than a hundred additional names. But the names I have offered should be enough to serve my purpose, which is to characterize the literature from our time that I consider most pertinent to the challenges Rachel and her contemporaries are likely to confront a century from now.

The works of these writers are diverse in form and voice, yet they share, to varying degrees, certain defining features. These works are not preoccupied with the lives of their authors, but more broadly with human culture and its place in the natural order. They recognize that we are born from this living web, we are sustained by it while we live, we return to it when we die, and we share our astonishing transit with millions of other species. They decry the devastation caused by the violent application of technology, whether in agriculture or mining or war. They champion values contrary to those of the marketplace—values such as cooperation, fairness, frugality, stewardship, generosity, and reverence—and they resist the drive for perpetual growth, which Ed Abbey memorably called “the ideology of the cancer cell.” By their painstaking use of language, these works also counter the shallow, shoddy, often deceitful rhetoric of merchants, politicians, military apologists, and corporate hacks.

I am tempted to quote from all of these authors, for I would like the readers of this page, as well as my imagined Rachel, to hear their voices. But I will content myself with four samples. The first comes from Gary Snyder in The Practice of the Wild:


We can appreciate the elegance of the forces that shape life and the world, that have shaped every line of our bodies—teeth and nails, nipples and eyebrows. We also see that we must try to live without causing unnecessary harm, not just to fellow humans but to all beings. We must try not to be stingy, or to exploit others. There will be enough pain in the world as it is.

Such are the lessons of the wild. The school where these lessons can be learned, the realms of caribou and elk, elephant and rhinoceros, orca and walrus, are shrinking day by day. Creatures who have traveled with us through the ages are now apparently doomed, as their habitat—and the old, old habitat of humans—falls before the slow-motion explosion of expanding world economies. If the lad or lass is among us who knows where the secret heart of this Growth-Monster is hidden, let them please tell us where to shoot the arrow that will slow it down. And if the secret heart stays secret and our work is made no easier, I for one will keep working for wildness day by day.



The second example comes from the closing lines of Mary Oliver’s poem “Wild Geese”:


Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,

the world offers itself to your imagination,

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—

over and over announcing your place

in the family of things.



Third is Wallace Stegner in The Sound of Mountain Water:


Not many people are likely, any more, to look upon what we call progress as an unmixed blessing. Just as surely as it has brought us increased comfort and more material goods, it has brought us spiritual losses, and it threatens now to become the Frankenstein that will destroy us. One means of sanity is to retain a hold on the natural world, to remain, insofar as we can, good animals. Americans still have that chance, more than many peoples; for while we were demonstrating ourselves the most efficient and ruthless environment-busters in history, and slashing and burning and cutting our way through a wilderness continent, the wilderness was working on us.



And, fourth, Barbara Kingsolver in Small Wonder:


Protecting the land that once provided us with our genesis may turn out to be the only real story there is for us. The land still provides our genesis, however we might like to forget that our food comes from dank, muddy earth, that the oxygen in our lungs was recently inside a leaf, and that every newspaper or book we may pick up (including this one, ultimately, though recycled) is made from the hearts of trees that died for the sake of our imagined lives. What you hold in your hands right now, beneath these words, is consecrated air and time and sunlight and, first of all, a place . . . Storytelling is as old as our need to remember where the water is, where the best food grows, where we find our courage for the hunt. It’s as persistent as our desire to teach our children how to live in this place that we have known longer than they have. Our greatest and smallest explanations for ourselves grow from place, as surely as carrots grow in the dirt. I’m presuming to tell you something that I could not prove rationally but instead feel as a religious faith. I can’t believe otherwise.



Among the crucial “lessons of the wild,” in Snyder’s phrase, that one finds in these four passages is the recognition that humans do not stand outside of nature, but belong inextricably to the community of living beings. This membership is cause for delight, a source of comfort and strength. To ignore it, or to be prevented from experiencing it by layers of human artifice, is to be impoverished. Nature is the primordial world, the reality that preceded us, runs through us, makes us. Although our technological power may delude us into thinking we can impose our will on the planet, altering it to suit our needs and desires, nature ultimately determines which forms of economy and society will endure, and which ones will perish. A civilization dependent on ever-more violent disruptions of natural systems to feed ever-expanding levels of consumption will either be chastened, as conditions deteriorate, and shift to a regime of conservation and restoration, or it will collapse.
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One reason I wish to imagine Rachel and her contemporaries reading this literature is so that they might feel less scorn toward us. I want them to know that American writers were not all fiddling while the world burned. I want them to know that writers of talent and serious purpose, living in the most prodigal nation during the most destructive decades of the fossil fuel era, diagnosed our cultural sickness and proposed ways of thinking and imagining and acting that might heal us.

My deeper reason for wanting this literature to survive into Rachel’s day is because it conveys an understanding of the human place in nature that our descendants will need if they are to rebuild civilization on a more just and durable foundation.

By suggesting that literature might change us for the better and inspire us to mend a damaged world, I am taking sides in a long-running aesthetic debate epitomized by two famous passages from twentieth-century poetry. The first comes from W. H. Auden’s elegy for William Butler Yeats:


Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry.

Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still,

For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives

In the valley of its saying where executives

Would never want to tamper, flows on south

From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,

Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,

A way of happening, a mouth.



The second comes from William Carlos Williams’s “Asphodel, That Greeny Flower”:


My heart rouses

thinking to bring you news

of something

that concerns you

and concerns many men. Look at

what passes for the new.

You will not find it there but in

despised poems.

It is difficult

to get the news from poems

yet men die miserably every day

for lack

of what is found there.



Allowing poetry to stand for literature in general, I agree with Auden that literature by itself cannot cure the madness of a whole society, nor is it likely to sway the executives who hold the reins of power; but I also agree with Williams that literature can provide something vital for our survival. To suggest what that vital contribution might be, I begin with a statement made by George Orwell in an earlier period of worldwide devastation.

Orwell’s essay “Why I Write” was published in 1946, in the immediate aftermath of World War II, during which over sixty million people had been killed, either directly by bullets and bombs and poison gas, or indirectly by starvation or war-related disease. Much of Europe lay in ruins. The full horrors of the concentration camps had recently come to light. A year earlier, the nuclear age had been ushered in with the destruction of two Japanese cities and the killing of hundreds of thousands of civilians. Though some totalitarian regimes had collapsed, dictators continued to rule the Soviet Union, Spain, and other countries. In the Allied nations, wartime conditions had been used to justify the imprisonment of pacifists, the internment of Japanese Americans, and other forms of repression. The economic collapse that preceded the war had thrown millions of people into poverty, and in 1946 most of them remained there. And all of this havoc was the result of human actions.

In the context of this dire history, Orwell set out to explain why he wrote and what larger purpose he hoped to serve:


Putting aside the need to earn a living, I think there are four great motives for writing, at any rate for writing prose. They exist in different degrees in every writer, and in any one writer the proportions will vary from time to time, according to the atmosphere in which he is living. They are:

1.Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be remembered after death, to get your own back on the grown-ups who snubbed you in childhood, etc. etc. It is humbug to pretend that this is not a motive, and a strong one . . .

2.Aesthetic enthusiasm. Perception of beauty in the external world, or, on the other hand, in words and their right arrangement. Pleasure in the impact of one sound on another, in the firmness of good prose or the rhythm of a good story. Desire to share an experience that one feels is valuable and ought not to be missed . . .

3.Historical impulse. Desire to see things as they are, to find out true facts and store them up for the use of posterity.

4.Political purpose—using the word “political” in the widest possible sense. Desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other people’s idea of the kind of society that they should strive after. Once again, no book is genuinely free from political bias. The opinion that art should have nothing to do with politics is itself a political attitude.



Orwell speculated that “in a peaceful age” he might have been guided by the first three motives, substantially avoiding politics. But he had served in the British imperial police, slept on the streets with paupers, interviewed striking coal miners during the Depression, watched the rise of Hitler and Mussolini, fought in the Spanish Civil War, served in the Home Guard during World War II, and walked among the bomb craters and breadlines in London. How could he avoid “political purpose”? Having watched totalitarian governments and unjust economic systems wreak so much havoc, how could he refrain from trying, through his writing, “to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other people’s idea of the kind of society that they should strive after”?
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The havoc wrought by our own economic systems and plutocratic governments, and by our unchecked appetites, is obvious to anyone who is paying attention. But it is easy to avoid paying attention, at least for those of us living in rich countries. We can retreat inside our buildings and vehicles, turn keys and throw switches to enlist the power of fossil fuels, immerse ourselves in the phantasmagoria served up by the electronic media. Inside our bubbles, we may remain oblivious to the rising seas, the spreading deserts, the vanishing species, the resource wars, and the swelling numbers of refugees. The worst of the havoc will be visited on coming generations, long after we are gone, and is therefore even easier for us to ignore.

We must thank scientists for documenting this planetary catastrophe and our role in causing it, and we must hope they will continue their valiant efforts. But scientists can study only what they can measure. They can provide statistics about the rapid decline in populations of amphibians, for example. But they cannot measure the joy of hearing the exuberant ringing calls of tiny frogs known as spring peepers, calls that announce the year’s rebirth, nor can they measure the grief one feels over the diminishing and eventual silencing of that spring chorus. The scientists cannot measure the cost of sacrificing a forest for a parking lot, a swamp for a soybean field, a mountaintop for cheap electricity, a child’s life for a toxic dump.

Such costs do not register on meters or spreadsheets. Numbers and graphs, valuable as they are, cannot move us to radically change how we live, and nothing short of a radical shift from consumption to conservation will be adequate to the crisis we face. To change—not out of fear or coercion but deliberately, willingly—we need affection as well as information, compassion as well as reason; we need visions of a society more peaceful and sustainable than the one we have, visions that speak to our senses and sympathies and imagination. And that is why we need the arts. I mean all the arts, but I focus on literature, the one I know best.

In Chekhov’s story “Gooseberries,” at one point the narrator reflects on how easily, amid our comforts and routines, we ignore the suffering of others:


Everything is quiet and peaceful, and nothing protests but mute statistics: so many people gone out of their minds, so many gallons of vodka drunk, so many children dead from malnutrition . . . And this order of things is evidently necessary; evidently the happy man only feels at ease because the unhappy bear their burdens in silence, and without that silence happiness would be impossible. It’s a case of general hypnotism. There ought to be behind the door of every happy, contented man some one standing with a hammer continually reminding him with a tap that there are unhappy people; that however happy he may be, life will show him her laws sooner or later, trouble will come for him—disease, poverty, losses, and no one will see or hear, just as now he neither sees nor hears others. But there is no man with a hammer; the happy man lives at his ease, and trivial daily cares faintly agitate him like the wind in the aspen-tree—and all goes well.



Less bluntly than the tap of a hammer but just as vividly, Chekhov’s stories remind us of the human beings behind the statistics. Whether or not Chekhov had a political purpose in the sense defined by Orwell, he clearly sought to inspire in his readers the compassion he felt toward the landless peasants, jilted wives, neglected children, victims of cholera or consumption, and other “unhappy people” on whom so many of his characters were modeled.

The novelist Marilynne Robinson has described how our engagement with fictional characters can shape our feelings toward real people:


I would say, for the moment, that community, at least community larger than the immediate family, consists very largely of imaginative love for people we do not know or whom we know very slightly. This thesis may be influenced by the fact that I have spent literal years of my life lovingly absorbed in the thoughts and perceptions of—who knows it better than I?—people who do not exist. And, just as writers are engrossed in the making of them, readers are profoundly moved and also influenced by the nonexistent, that great clan whose numbers increase prodigiously with every publishing season. I think fiction may be, whatever else, an exercise in the capacity for imaginative love, or sympathy, or identification.



The desire to reduce the suffering of other beings, whether human or nonhuman, arises from this imaginative love, and that is true regardless of the cause of the suffering—racism, sexism, war, illness, injustice, poverty, or environmental degradation. Literature nurtures this love by making those suffering beings present to us, making them familiar, making them seem no longer like strangers or alien tribes, but like kindred.
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Seeking to bring into our care people not yet born, as I have sketchily tried to do with Rachel, may seem quixotic or even perverse, given the unmet needs of people alive today. But what are the most pressing needs of people alive today? Wholesome food, drinkable water, clean air to breathe, shelter, education, adequate health care, meaningful work, access to birth control, and freedom from violence. The changes in our ethics and politics and economy required if we are to provide these basic necessities for the world’s neediest people are precisely the changes required if we are to assure a more hopeful prospect for coming generations.

Some people might object that unborn generations do not exist, and in a literal sense this is true. Those who raise this objection, however, usually do so to justify squandering the goods of the world, a sentiment captured in a bumper sticker I have seen on more than one bloated sport utility vehicle: WHAT HAS POSTERITY EVER DONE FOR ME? To embrace this view is to become a monster of ingratitude. We are born into a world filled with natural goods that have been protected and cultural goods that have been created by previous generations. Think of parks, libraries, works of art, scientific discoveries, schools, medicines, tools, legal systems, breeds of livestock, varieties of crops, remnants of old-growth forests, and blossoming prairies and free-flowing rivers. Simple gratitude should make us strive to pass on these goods undiminished, if not enhanced.

We have also inherited the results of carelessness and cruelty—think of slavery, pogroms, dictatorships, blood feuds, manufactured poisons, coal-ash dumps, and radioactive waste. Compassion should make us determined at the very least not to add to this toxic legacy.

Part of what it means to be human is to bear in mind the past and imagine the future, not just of oneself and not just of one’s own kind, but of the entire biosphere. We belong to an evolutionary procession that includes all life on Earth—the salmon and salamanders, the butterflies and whales. We are not born with this awareness. We must learn it. Long-surviving cultures have taught their children, through ceremony and story and song, to understand themselves as members of this grand procession.

In our own thus far short-lived culture, driven by consumerism and global capitalism, the most influential messages say nothing of our place in the living community, nothing of what we owe to past or future generations, nothing of our responsibilities toward one another, but speak only of the ego and its hungers, and of products that can momentarily assuage those hungers. In the consumerist worldview, nature is not an encompassing order worthy of love and respect, an order with which we must harmonize our actions, but rather a warehouse of raw materials, a dumping ground for waste, and, in selected places, a pretty backdrop for the human show.

What influence, short of ecological collapse, can shake us out of this delusion? Much of what passes for religion in America today is only another form of merchandizing, promising salvation or prosperity or eternal life in exchange for obedience to a creed and payment of dues. Much of what passes for art today is a product manufactured for sale, a film or TV show or novel designed to suit the market. Still, there are religious communities that embrace material simplicity and spiritual richness, devoting themselves to stewardship of Creation. Likewise, there are filmmakers, writers, musicians, painters, dancers, and other artists who offer visions of a society more peaceful and sustainable than the one we have, visions that speak to our senses and sympathies and imagination.

Such healing visions, including those offered by the writers whose works I imagined bequeathing to Rachel, may seem a frail force to challenge the advertisers and warmongers and profiteers. Easy enough, if one is a writer, to concede that art makes nothing happen, at least nothing as momentous as rescuing a society from madness. Easy enough to dismiss Orwell’s ambition of trying to alter “other people’s idea of the kind of society” we should strive after. Freed of that burden, one could try making what sells or what impresses one’s fellow writers; one could fiddle with form, brood on one’s own history, or give up writing altogether. But if one is haunted by the knowledge that we are rapidly degrading the conditions for life on Earth, that millions of people are suffering now and millions more will suffer in the future because of our actions, how can one refuse to try, no matter the odds, no matter how modest one’s power, to nudge the world in a direction more peaceful, more loving, more sane?




A Writer’s Calling
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ALTHOUGH I HAVE SPENT MOST mornings over the past forty years writing stories, essays, and novels, the blank page remains as daunting to me as ever. It is far easier to leave the blankness unmarked than to fill it with sentences deserving of a reader’s attention. Clumsy, vapid, and otherwise defective sentences offer themselves to me in abundance, but the good ones, the ones that might add up to something worthwhile, lurk down in the mind’s muddy waters, elusive and rare. On a typical morning, I end up discarding a dozen lines for each one I keep.

So why have I kept writing? I suspect this question nags at any writer who has ever felt daunted or discouraged or adrift. Why write, if the work is so maddening and the rewards are so uncertain? Why spend hour upon hour, day after day, for months and years carefully arranging words that may never be published, or, if published, will most likely make the smallest of ripples and quickly disappear? Instead of adding a few more pages to the world’s glut of reading material, why not devote those hours to learning Chinese or playing the guitar or feeding the hungry or planting trees?

I can speak with authority only about my own motives for writing, and how they have shifted over time, but I do so trusting that they are common to many writers. I must begin by disavowing the motive famously expressed by Samuel Johnson, who proclaimed that “no man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money.” By that measure I qualify as a blockhead, not because I am above accepting payment for my work, but because, thanks to my job as a teacher, I have never had to earn my bread by writing. I realize how fortunate I have been to receive a regular salary, and I understand the disdain of those writers who must scramble to make ends meet, and who assume that the life of a tenured professor cramps the imagination. Edward Hoagland, one of the maestros of the essay, once told me that the difference between writers inside the academy and those outside is like the difference between a dog and a wolf. In his later years, tired of the scramble, Hoagland himself took up teaching, but he was never domesticated.

Certainly, any demanding job can sap one’s energy, leaving few reserves for the practice of art. But the need to earn a living by writing can also cramp the imagination, as demonstrated by the formulaic books that flood the marketplace and the hack journalism that fills so many periodicals and websites. Having grown up on back roads where unemployed men were the objects of pity and scorn, I knew from early on that I must have a job, and one from which I could not easily be laid off. I never considered trying to write full-time, for while that might have been a worthy calling, it was not a steady job with paycheck, health insurance, and pension. Later on, after becoming a teacher, I was encouraged to find William Carlos Williams declaring in his Autobiography that he had chosen to practice medicine to make sure “no one, and I meant no one (for money) was ever (never) going to tell me how or what I was going to write.”

Had I relied on income from writing to feed my family, we would have gone hungry. When I began publishing stories in magazines, I typically received in payment a copy or two of the issue in which my work appeared. Eventually I began receiving small checks, which barely covered the cost of mailing the manuscripts. One day in those apprentice years, a check arrived that was generous enough to cover a pair of round-trip tickets on the train between Cambridge, England, where my wife and I were then living, and London; we splurged by making a day trip to the big city, but we carried our lunch in a sack and we went nowhere that charged admission, because there was not enough money left over for a restaurant meal or a movie or a play. Even today, after publishing over twenty books, I calculate that my lifetime royalties, divided by the number of hours spent in writing those books, amount to less than the minimum wage. I cite these meager returns not to suggest that my art is free of mercenary taint, but to explain why I would long since have taken up a more lucrative trade if my goal were to make money. Of course it is perfectly honorable to earn one’s living by writing, but few poets, essayists, or novelists manage to do so.
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If not for money, then, why write? The impulse began for me, as it begins no doubt for most writers, under the spell of reading. My older sister taught me to read when I was four, and I have been enthralled by books ever since. I can’t recall the titles or authors from my earliest reading—space adventures, frontier tales, biographies of scientists and athletes, detective stories—but I can remember what it felt like to sink into the trance of words, and to surface minutes or hours later, blinking, surprised to find myself once more in the ordinary world. I quite liked the ordinary world, so I didn’t read in order to escape but rather to explore, to range into other lives, places, and times. From such an experience of reading, it was a natural step to imagine trying to cast my own spells with words.

For years I did the occasional sort of scribbling that any child might do, mere japes and jingles, but the making of books remained only a fancy, like my dream of building a rocket ship and soaring off to Mars. Then in college I began writing in earnest, under the sway of writers whom I encountered in literature classes—Donne, Wordsworth, Whitman, Yeats, and Frost among the poets, and Melville, Hardy, Lawrence, Fitzgerald, and Faulkner among the novelists. All white males, all English, Irish, or American, all conventional choices arising from a staid literary education. Later, I would venture more widely in my reading, but these were the voices in my head when I began making poems and stories. Like Robert Louis Stevenson, who admitted having “played the sedulous ape” by imitating Montaigne, Hazlitt, Defoe, and other masters when he was starting out, so I imitated the poetry and prose of the writers I most admired. I was trying out their moves, as young athletes or musicians or dancers try out the moves or riffs or leaps of their own heroes and heroines.

Of course I realized that my efforts were far inferior to the models I emulated. I could reproduce the iambic pulse of a Frost poem, the convoluted syntax of a Faulkner sentence, or the ironic tone of a Fitzgerald dialogue, but my work compared to the originals as a finger painting compares to a Rembrandt. I was an apprentice; I knew just enough about writing to realize I had everything yet to learn. I could smile at the cockiness of Flannery O’Connor, who, when asked why she wrote, replied, “Because I’m good at it.” But I could not have given that answer with a straight face in those early days, nor for a long while after. I wasn’t led onto the writer’s path by a sense of my own talents; I was drawn there by the power and beauty I found in literature.
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While I took up writing out of a desire to emulate what I was reading, I continued because of the pleasures and discoveries that writing afforded. The pleasures are inseparable from the difficulties. The blank page becomes, if anything, even more daunting as one studies literary masterpieces, so there is all the more satisfaction in shaping a sentence, a paragraph, or an entire work that rings true, that holds together as a shapely basket or chair or house might hold together. During my high school summers, I worked for a builder who reinforced lessons about craft that I had learned from my father, a fine carpenter in his own right. Both men taught me that the quality of a house depends less on what is visible than on what is hidden—in the foundations, behind walls, inside cupboards, beneath shingles. However showy the surface, if the materials are cheap, if the workmanship is shoddy, the house will leak, sag, and fade. The same is true, I came to realize, of works of art, few of which remain fresh and compelling long after the day of their making. Those that endure—the “Monuments of unageing intellect,” in Yeats’s grandiloquent phrase—do so not merely because they are beautifully made, but also because they address subjects of perennial concern to human beings.

Craft may be learned by studying literary models, but subject matter, if it is to be authentic, must be discovered either in the circumstances and inner drama of the writer’s life or in his or her engagement with the greater world. I came to understand the settings in which I had grown up only by writing about them, first in fiction and later in essays. The earliest of those settings was a Tennessee farm, across the road from prison fields where white guards carried shotguns while black convicts hoed cotton. Next, there was an army munitions base in Ohio, where military police kept watch over thousands of polluted acres and sheep grazed atop bunkers packed with bombs. Then there was an Ivy League college, where as a scholarship boy from the rural Midwest I first encountered the children of the rich, who could live on inherited wealth, if they chose, without lifting a finger, and where I also first encountered people sleeping on the streets. Then there was an eight-hundred-year-old university in England, where, during graduate school, I learned to see my native country in light of a deeper history. And eventually there was a college town in the hill country of southern Indiana, a region far from the capitals of culture and rarely mentioned in books, and therefore a place both resisting and inviting the attention of art.

Writing about these settings made me confront the larger forces that shaped them—especially racism, militarism, class divisions, and the abuse of nature. When I probed racism, I found the legacy of slavery. Behind our penchant for war, I uncovered a history of violence extending back to the European conquest of North America. I came to understand the gulf between people living in shacks and people living in mansions as the result of an economic system founded on greed and a political system designed to benefit the rich. I came to see that our ancestors’ demonization of wilderness and its native inhabitants led straight to the pollution, strip-mining, clear-cutting, extinction of species, greenhouse emissions, and other environmental assaults of our day. In short, beginning from material that was narrowly personal, I was driven to grapple with some of the most pressing and public of issues.
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My awareness of these issues was heightened by the times in which I came of age, a period that coincided with the civil rights struggle, the women’s liberation movement, the Vietnam War and the youth revolt it provoked, as well as the push for environmental protection symbolized by the first Earth Day. George Orwell declared that a writer’s “subject matter will be determined by the age he lives in—at least this is true in tumultuous, revolutionary ages like our own.” Those words were published in 1946, after the rise and collapse of fascism in Europe, after nearly a decade of world war, after the murder of millions of people in concentration camps, after the firebombing and nuclear obliteration of cities. “In a peaceful age,” Orwell speculated, “I might have written ornate or merely descriptive books, and might have remained almost unaware of my political loyalties.”

Not all writers who lived through the 1930s and 1940s in Europe formed the same political loyalties as Orwell did, or chose to address fascism, imperialism, and war. So he overstated the case in claiming that one’s subject matter is “determined” by one’s historical context. Still, the more turbulent the times, the more likely they are to provoke writers to reflect on the sources of that turbulence. For my part, coming to consciousness in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s, I felt called to write about racism, sexual politics, the culture of violence, and environmental devastation.

The earliest television images I can recall were of peaceful black demonstrators being attacked by white policemen, politicians, and thugs in one or another city of the South, including my own birthplace of Memphis. I remember news footage showing black schoolchildren being terrorized by dogs, beaten with clubs, pummeled with jets of water from fire hoses, spat upon by crowds. I did not know any of those people, white or black, but I knew without hesitation whose side I was on; I felt an obligation to understand what gave rise to that hatred. Similarly, during my college years and immediately after, I glimpsed through television images and news photos the bombed-out villages and poisoned forests of Vietnam, the bleeding bodies of GIs, the mutilated bodies of Vietcong, the charred faces of children. I watched Pentagon spokesmen announce the daily count of enemy dead as if it were a measure of success, like a rise in the stock market. Even though I was safely distant from this mayhem, I could not turn away from it. I could not pretend I had no hand in these atrocities.

I learned more slowly, less graphically, what women had suffered and what they were struggling for. I learned mainly through listening to women, through reading, through reflecting on the views of gender I had acquired while growing up, and, once I became a teacher, through the writings and testimony of my female students. My awareness of the damage we were doing to Earth began with isolated observations of wrecked farms and tainted lakes, and then built up gradually through reading, travels, and conversations with scientists, until I came to see our assault on nature as the gravest threat to human well-being, and the gravest indictment against our way of life. Again, I was forced to acknowledge I had a hand in this abuse, if only by virtue of living in America, driving a car, using cheap electricity, and buying industrial products. Likewise I was forced to recognize the advantages I had enjoyed by virtue of my sex and skin color, advantages as potent and unearned as that of inherited wealth.
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When I describe writing as a calling, I hear the religious overtones. As a Bible-reading boy, I learned about the prophets and messengers called by God to deliver hard truths. Like Moses, who described himself as a “poor speaker,” or like Jonah, who tried to evade “the presence of the Lord” by sailing away on a ship, or like Jeremiah, who was beaten and imprisoned for announcing unwelcome judgments, most of the prophets were reluctant to accept the divine command, but all eventually complied. Because I hear those biblical echoes, I should make clear that by a writer’s calling I do not mean a summons from God or destiny or any other exalted source. I mean something as ordinary as the cry of a baby or the plea of a friend who needs comforting. I mean the way a few words spoken to you or a passage read in a book can set you in a new direction. I mean the entreaty that beckons from the eyes of a child with a bruised face. I mean the appeal that protesters hear from the forests, mountains, and rivers they defend against chain saws, dynamite, and dams. The sort of call I am talking about is a summons from the everyday world, one that stirs your sympathy and imagination and compels you to act.

It is one thing to feel called to write, quite another to possess the talent and discipline and training necessary for doing it well. In my apprentice years, I knew no living writers who might have served as guides. There were none in my family, none in my community, and none, so far as I was aware, who shared my working-class country background. I grew up among farmers, mechanics, and soldiers, far from the metropolis, with no access to literary culture except through books. That is why in graduate school I was drawn to study D. H. Lawrence, a coal miner’s son and scholarship boy from the English Midlands—rather than, say, Virginia Woolf, the daughter of a knighted and prominent scholar. Working alone, without benefit of classes, mentors, or even, in those early years, acquaintance with other aspiring writers, I filled many awkward pages trying to examine my chosen subjects directly, as a pundit or a philosopher might. Eventually I learned how to approach slantwise, through real or imagined stories grounded in places and people I knew. So I began exploring racism through tales drawn from my father’s Mississippi background; I probed the roots of war through my childhood memories from the army munitions base; I reflected on our treatment of nature by way of narratives about deer hunts, dams, trash-filled ravines, eroded farms, and wilderness journeys.

I do not wish to leave the impression that I feel called to writing only by the luminous examples of masterpieces and the burning issues of our day. My motives are not all so grand. There is vanity, of course, in the desire to see one’s work in print, and better yet to come across a stranger reading one’s book. Peter Matthiessen once told about having decided, after publishing his first novel, that he would accost anyone he found reading it and offer to autograph the book while enjoying the look of startled admiration on the reader’s face. Years passed, Matthiessen admitted, without any such encounter. Then one day he was walking down the street when he spied a copy of his novel on the back seat of a parked car. Since the window was down, Matthiessen reached inside, retrieved the book, signed it, and put it back in place. When I heard him tell the story, I laughed in recognition. What maker does not wish his or her making to be known and admired?

Perhaps egotism can never be wholly absent so long as one seeks readers. Yet there is also an element of altruism in adding a gift, however small, to the sum of human artifacts. Pablo Neruda spoke of this generosity in his Memoirs: “I have always maintained that the writer’s task has nothing to do with mystery or magic, and that the poet’s, at least, must be a personal effort for the benefit of all. The closest thing to poetry is a loaf of bread or a ceramic dish or a piece of wood lovingly carved, even if by clumsy hands.” Despite winning the Nobel Prize, Neruda claimed that the greatest tribute he could imagine would be to hear his poems sung by workers who had never heard of the author.

Surrounding myself with shelves full of superb literature helps keep my ego in check, and so does having children, who regard their father’s books as no more remarkable than a farmer’s potatoes. Still, it is gratifying to hear from readers who have explored one’s work and liked what they found there. It is even more gratifying to hear that the experience has enlarged their lives in some way, has given them comfort, has spoken to their condition. Vanity aside, there is delight in doing skillful work, as anyone knows who has made a tasty pie or a handsome pot. Like a prospector who sifts through tons of gravel in hopes of finding the rare nugget of gold, I keep sifting through innumerable dull sentences for the thrill of finding the rare shining ones, and in the extravagant hope of gathering them into a structure as firm and fine as a well-built house.
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I have also been drawn to writing by simple affection for the living Earth, for its rivers, forests, mountains, and seas, and all its wild creatures, which have no voice in our councils except the voice that we ourselves provide. The impulse to give symbolic expression to nature must be among our oldest desires. From cave paintings to stone circles to stories, the earliest human artifacts were shaped by the movement of sun and moon and stars, by the behavior of animals, by storms and tides, by the mystery of winter’s death and spring’s rebirth. Those artifacts may have been aimed at explaining or petitioning or controlling the forces at work in the world, but surely they were also expressions of kinship and praise.

If one writes about nature in the twenty-first century, it is hard to avoid an elegiac tone, because so much has been lost, and it is hard to stifle one’s dismay, because the damage to land and sea and atmosphere continues unabated. But dire warnings are no better received today than they were when the prophet Jeremiah delivered them long ago. Few readers welcome challenges to their settled ways, especially in a society as comfortable, distracted, sedated, and complacent as contemporary America. That sounds harsh, I realize, so I should add that I am a product of this society, and I have spent my adult life struggling against its influence. We have told ourselves that we are a beacon on a hill, that our economy and political system are models for the world, that our way of life is the envy of other nations. And yet, whatever our achievements, we have also led the way toward degrading the conditions for life on Earth. We have done so through our extravagant level of consumption—twice as high, per capita, as any other country, and twenty times as high as in the poorest countries—and we have done so by exporting this ruinous way of life through advertising, movies, television shows, military interventions, and corporate marketing.

All times and places are troubled—by plague, it may be, or war, invasion, revolution, inquisition, drought, flood, or a host of other afflictions. Our own age is distinguished by the planetary scale of damage threatened by nuclear weapons, the widespread destruction of habitat, the depletion of the oceans, the manufacture and dumping of toxic chemicals, and the massive release of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Our age is also distinguished by a global system of communication and transportation and finance that ensures disturbances anywhere will send shockwaves everywhere. Had I lived in a time when nature seemed secure from human actions, I would gladly have written about its beauties and creatures without the shadow of loss or lamentation. I would not have felt the need to seek the roots of this destruction in our worldview, our economy, and our character. I might have contented myself with telling stories about people falling in and out of love, rearing children, going on journeys, seeking happiness, all in an untroubled world.
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Storytelling began, I suspect, as an imitation in language of the patterns our ancestors perceived in nature. The plot of a circular journey, for instance, mimics the cycles of sun and moon and seasons. Tales of transformation may have been inspired by observations of caterpillars turning into butterflies, acorns into oaks. Whatever the origin of stories, they have appealed to me since childhood for their shapeliness, for the way they impart a sense of order, however confined and fragile, within a bewilderingly vast and fluid universe. A story is a container, like a bowl or a box, that holds something valuable—a lesson, a joke, a worthy deed, a puzzle, a surprise. In a good story, the vessel and what it holds cannot be separated.

My earliest compositions were tales dictated aloud to my sister, who patiently took them down, while I was still too young to shape the letters myself. These were headlong adventures involving brave kids and talking animals, unconstrained by logic or the laws of nature. Today, all too aware of logic and the laws of nature, when I am explaining, arguing, or reflecting on the page, I often feel that I am breaking my way through dense ice, inch by inch, but when I shift into narrative, the language liquefies and begins to flow.

Then why not stick with stories? For a while I tried, writing half a dozen books of fiction over the course of fifteen years. But I kept feeling what Orwell called “political purpose”: the “desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other people’s idea of the kind of society that they should strive after.” The desire to reform the world and change the hearts and minds of readers—arrogant though it may be—has inspired some of our greatest literature, from Plato’s dialogues and Dante’s Divine Comedy to Thoreau’s and Baldwin’s essays and novels by Dickens and Tolstoy. It has also inspired much didactic literature, including some of my own early efforts at fiction. A short story or novel is inescapably moral, insofar as it depicts human relationships and actions, and the consequences of those actions; it becomes moralistic when it pushes the reader to feel or think or act in a certain way.

To relieve my fiction of that moralizing pressure, I began writing essays, a genre more open to argument and persuasion. Of course some readers object to political, ecological, and ethical purpose even in an essay, preferring writing that informs or entertains without infringing on how they see the world or how they lead their lives. I have nothing against entertainment or information, but as a reader I am unwilling to settle for those rewards alone. I wish to have the doors of perception cleansed; I wish to imagine my life afresh. As a writer, I begin an essay with a willingness to be changed by what I write. I do not set out to deliver something I already know, but to inquire into the unknown, to dive into confusion in search of greater clarity.

So I have begun essays by asking: Why did my father drink, and how did his drinking affect me? What models of manhood did I take in while growing up, and how have they influenced my view of women? How have the landscape and culture of the Midwest shaped the people who live here? Why is racism so persistent? Why is our nation so bent on war? What is beauty? What is wildness? What is so mesmerizing about rivers? Why do we build up private wealth at the expense of shared wealth? What would a just society look like, and how could we move toward it? What is our place in nature?

Such questions lure me on, even if the answers they lead to, like the findings of science, remain incomplete and provisional.
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I have spent a month of mornings writing this essay. This does not guarantee that the result is worth a reader’s attention, but it does guarantee that every word has been considered and reconsidered, every sentence has been sounded again and again on the ear, every idea has been carefully tested. Making such an effort in the age of Facebook and Twitter and Instagram might seem quaint, like building a Shaker chair by hand in the age of mass-produced La-Z-Boy recliners. But much of the appeal of writing, for me, is precisely this handmade quality, this refusal of haste. Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk and mystic, remarked that “the peculiar grace of a Shaker chair is due to the fact that it was made by someone capable of believing that an angel might come and sit on it.” I don’t believe in angels, but I agree with the sentiment. To make a work of art ought to be an act of deep respect—toward the material, the craft, and the persons whom it will serve.

Just as a well-built house may outlast its builder, so a wellmade work of literature may outlast its author. My shelves are full of such enduring books. I confess that one of my motives for writing is the desire to make something durable myself, something to show for having lived a certain number of days, something that will linger on a shelf, still readable, after I am gone. The older I get, the more acutely aware I become of the difference between the way flesh breaks down and the way words hold their place on a page. I am under no illusion that my pages will be read much, if at all, after I have died, but I take comfort in the fact that if they are read, they will faithfully embody the choices I made, the causes I championed, the stories I told.

It may sound pretentious to speak of writing as a calling. But I do not mean to imply any more dignity than is implied by speaking of nursing or farming or teaching or carpentry as a calling. Nor do I mean to disparage those who try out writing casually, as they might try out pottery or bowling. I only wish to suggest the variety of motives and the degree of commitment that might prompt someone to keep at this work, decade after decade, for a whole life long. In spite of the media cacophony, in spite of losing confidence in literature’s ability to reform the world, I keep writing on account of the pleasure I feel in doing skillful work, the inspiration I find in reading, the questions that haunt me, and the creative mystery I sense at the heart of nature. We apprehend the universe in fragments, but the universe itself is whole. The art I wish to experience and the art I aspire to make attempts to model that wholeness, to honor the order and beauty of the cosmos.




True Wealth
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A FEW YEARS AGO, I began to notice the trembling of the newspaper in my wife’s hand as she held it up to read at breakfast. Since Ruth and I were in our sixties, I took it to be a sign of aging, like the creases in my face or the arthritis in my thumbs, rather than a sign of illness. As months passed, however, the trembling grew more pronounced, and ominous, the way the quivering of leaves foretells an approaching storm. Then one morning she lowered the newspaper, pressed it firmly on the table to still her hand, and said, “I think I have Parkinson’s.”

A neurologist soon confirmed the diagnosis. Ruth and I knew several people who suffered from Parkinson’s disease, some in the late stages, their voices whittled to a whisper, their movements hindered, their balance unsure. One of them, a master carpenter, had been forced to give up his trade because he could no longer think through the sequence of measuring, cutting, fitting, and fastening that his trade required. Another one, a music teacher, could no longer play the instrument she had taught to generations of children. A third acquaintance, an artist, had lost the ability to speak. So Ruth and I realized that our life together, after more than four decades of marriage, had taken an alarming turn.

As a pair of academics trained in research—Ruth in biochemistry, I in literature—we responded to the diagnosis by reading everything we could find about this neurodegenerative disease, from technical scientific papers to memoirs by people stricken with Parkinson’s. For months it was the chief topic of our conversations. We began referring to her affliction as PD, as if it were an unwelcome relative who had come to live in the basement and would never move out.

We soon learned the basic facts: PD destroys neurons in the brain that produce dopamine; this damage increases over time, disrupting signals that control bodily movement; PD also interferes with the autonomic nervous system, which controls heartbeat, breathing, digestion, and other vital functions; it can cause anxiety, depression, and dementia; the few available therapies eventually lose their effectiveness as the disease progresses; and there is no known cure. Aside from a small percentage of cases linked to genetic mutations, the causes of PD remain obscure.

Since her diagnosis, Ruth has focused her reading on practical accounts of how to live with the disease and on reports of potential new treatments. I read about those matters, as well, but I am drawn especially to research into possible causes. Tests revealed that Ruth’s DNA contains none of the modified genes associated with PD. Nor has she suffered any head trauma—such as that suffered by combat soldiers, football players, and boxers—a factor that increases the likelihood of the disease fourfold. So what else might have triggered the drastic changes in her brain? And what might have triggered such damage in the brains of the estimated one million Americans and ten million persons globally who share her condition?
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While no single cause for PD has been conclusively identified, there are a number of suspects, including several types of environmental pollution common in our home state of Indiana, where Ruth has spent all but six years of her life. Compared to the general population, farmworkers and others who are regularly exposed to pesticides are more than twice as likely to develop PD. Since over half the land area of Indiana is devoted to chemical-intensive farming, these poisons leach into the state’s groundwaters and rivers. Agricultural runoff, coupled with the release of toxic chemicals from industrial facilities, led an independent research group in 2014 to rate Indiana’s water quality as the worst in the nation. Indiana’s air quality is also among the nation’s worst, due in part to vehicle emissions, as in other states, but mainly to emissions from heavy industry and coal-fired power plants. Ultrafine particles from coal smoke and diesel exhaust penetrate through the nose, along the channel of the olfactory nerve, and into the brain, where they cause chronic inflammation—a known factor in various neurodegenerative diseases, including Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s. Coal smoke also carries heavy metals—lead, nickel, cadmium, arsenic, and mercury, among others—all neurotoxins, which enter the body through air and water.

Although Indiana still lags most other states in environmental quality, its air and water are cleaner now than when Ruth was a child, thanks largely to federal regulations. In the era when her brain was maturing, however, pollutants were freely dumped into the atmosphere, soils, and rivers. The air she breathed included lead from gasoline, a brain-damaging additive that was not phased out until 1995. In addition, as a child and young woman she inhaled secondhand tobacco smoke in public places, taking in dozens of carcinogens and hundreds of other toxic compounds. Because she grew up before fluoride was added to drinking water and toothpaste, she developed dental cavities, which were filled with an amalgam containing mercury, a neurotoxin that has been shown to slowly vaporize and spread within the body. Meanwhile, across the United States, the entire generation that grew up during the post–World War II industrial boom was exposed to tens of thousands of newly manufactured chemicals, fewer than 5 percent of which have ever been tested for their effects on human health. As that generation has aged, the rate of deaths from Parkinson’s nationwide has increased—by more than 50 percent in the past fifteen years.

None of these statistics proves that Ruth’s illness, or that of any other person with PD, was caused by exposure to industrial and agricultural pollutants. The most one can claim is that such exposure significantly increases the risk of developing the disease. Knowing how much suffering Parkinson’s has inflicted on Ruth and her circle of loved ones, I am staggered to think of that suffering multiplied a million times across America and ten million times around the world. Each year roughly sixty thousand more people in the United States are diagnosed with PD, a number that has been steadily rising in recent decades. If changes in how we grow our food, fuel our vehicles, generate electricity, and manufacture goods could reduce the incidence of PD—along with many other diseases—what keeps us from making such changes?
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A key part of the answer, I believe, is that we have been conditioned to accept a narrow view of wealth. The language of value in America is overwhelmingly economic. We encounter it in advertising, editorials, political speeches, corporate reports, business news, films, and television shows. We hear of every up and down in stock markets and currency exchanges, profits and losses on balance sheets, fundraising totals for political parties, sales figures for holidays, multimillion-dollar trades in pro sports, box office yields of movies, auction prices for paintings. We rarely hear of any form of wealth except what can be measured in money. We are told that the gross domestic product is the best gauge for how well the economy is doing, and therefore how America is doing; the higher the GDP the better. Yet this figure merely sums up the market value of all goods and services produced in a given period, and thus includes the dollars set in motion by traffic accidents, corruption trials, bank foreclosures, school shootings, Parkinson’s disease, and every other social ill. As gauged by its effect on GDP, the opioid epidemic has been good for the economy, and so has the Iraq war.

Owners and servants of financial wealth look after their interests relentlessly, often ruthlessly. In 2017, when Congress was deciding whether to overturn or amend the Affordable Care Act, the health-care industry was represented by nearly three thousand lobbyists, half of whom had previously worked as elected officials or staff members on Capitol Hill. For a single year, the cost of those lobbyists, plus direct contributions to lawmakers, totaled more than half a billion dollars. Over the past twenty years, the pharmaceutical and health products industry alone spent nearly four billion dollars on lobbying, while the health-care industry as a whole spent on the order of nine billion dollars. Similar stories could be told about the influence of Wall Street firms, the oil and gas industry, insurance companies, electric utilities, telecom services, and other powerful sectors of the economy.

Unlike health or happiness, money can be counted, so we use it to keep score. We have been taught that people who control vast amounts of money are worthy of our attention, our respect, even our adulation. Not surprisingly, these lessons about the primacy of financial wealth pour from the mass media, think tanks, foundations, legislatures, courts, and executive offices that are owned or dominated by the superrich, whose only claim to such authority is that they are more obsessed with piling up money than the rest of us.
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If financial wealth is the highest good, then any constraint on the pursuit of money is bad. Therefore, government regulation of business, industry, agriculture, or commercial products and services must be resisted as an infringement on the free market. Human and ecological health must be sacrificed to the overriding goal of economic growth.

Consider the burning of coal. Physicians and public officials have known since the nineteenth century that coal smoke is toxic. In recent decades, research has shown that every stage in our use of coal—mining, transport, combustion, waste storage—poses health risks. These include black lung for miners; asthma attacks and chronic bronchitis, especially in children; neurological damage, which can begin in the womb; cardiovascular disease, including strokes and heart attacks; kidney dysfunction and various cancers, among a long list of other ailments, including Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease. All of these ills are in addition to the acid rain resulting from the nitrogen oxide and sulfur dioxide in coal smoke, the release of mercury and other heavy metals into the oceans, the dangers posed by coal-ash storage in earthen pits, and the heating of the atmosphere from greenhouse gases.

Given such knowledge, why haven’t governments banned the use of coal? The standard excuse was offered by Mike Pence, then governor of Indiana, in his State of the State address in January 2015: “Because low-cost energy is vital to our economy, we need an all-of-the-above energy strategy, including energy efficiency. But know this, Indiana is a pro-coal state, and we must continue to oppose the overreaching schemes of the EPA until we bring this war on coal to an end.” In short, the economy rules—and not some alternative economy but the one we currently have, the one that pollutes our air and water. To describe coal as a source of “low-cost energy” is to recognize only the price of the fuel, ignoring the cost in human suffering, medical bills, lowered life expectancy, and ecological damage, as well as the cost from extreme weather events and crop losses due to climate disruption.

Although I am particularly troubled when such views are espoused by policy makers in my home state, I do not mean to single out Indiana’s former governor, or the political party to which he belongs, as uniquely misguided. I highlight this passage from Mike Pence’s State of the State address because it was delivered on a prominent occasion, in language that would have been carefully crafted beforehand, and because it expresses a dogma widely shared by government and business leaders—that economic growth must prevail over all other values.
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Aside from human and ecological health, what else are we sacrificing in obedience to the cult of money? We are sacrificing beauty—the beauty of unmarred landscapes, roadsides free of billboards and trash, towns and cities free of junk architecture. We are sacrificing democracy, a betrayal accelerated by the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission decision, which held that political spending by corporations and other associations is a right protected under the First Amendment, thereby handing over our elections to the highest bidders. We are burdening individuals and families with overwork, which is imposed at the low end of the pay scale by the necessity of holding multiple jobs, and at the high end by coercion and greed. By tolerating grotesque inequalities of financial wealth, we are losing a sense of community, the sense that we live in a shared world, bearing responsibility for our places and for one another.

To fund tax cuts and subsidies that disproportionately benefit corporations and the rich, our legislatures are draining resources from schools, parks, libraries, and other public goods. Our schools are abandoning the teaching of art and music in favor of training students to fit slots in the tech economy. At the same time, businesses are rushing to automate or robotize every job that can be more cheaply performed by machines, with little apparent concern for the displaced workers. The livestock industry shows even less concern for the suffering of animals, such as the hogs and calves and chickens raised in cages to provide cheap food. By treating Earth as a warehouse of raw materials for exploitation and as a dump for waste, we are driving millions of species to extinction and dramatically reducing the populations of countless other species, from songbirds to salmon.

This catalog of losses might be extended to include nearly everything of value, aside from money, that makes for human well-being. Beauty, democracy, community, families, skillful work, parks and schools, the arts and sciences, legal fairness, the social compact, nature’s abundance—these are crucial forms of wealth that do not show up on balance sheets or stock exchanges. They belong neither to individuals nor to corporations, but to our common wealth—those shared goods on which we depend, not merely for survival, but for inspiration, meaning, conviviality, and happiness.

Financial wealth matters, of course, but it has more than enough advocates. It is the wealth we share that needs defenders. This common wealth includes the air we breathe, the water we drink, the streets and bridges we drive on, police and firefighters, public schools and libraries and museums, public parks and forests, wildlife refuges and wilderness areas; it includes the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, the body of law, our courts and system of government, along with the ideals of justice and equality. Every time we sit down to a meal, we are eating the fruits of the common wealth—the legacy of seeds and domesticated animals, the methods of cultivation and cuisine inherited from generations of farmers, breeders, and cooks. On a global scale, the common wealth embraces the oceans, the atmosphere, biodiversity, and the human genome; it includes the cumulative body of knowledge, inventions, designs, scientific and medical discoveries, and works of art; it includes the skills necessary for making everything from sourdough bread to skyscrapers; it includes stories, legends, myths, as well as language itself, the medium of our thought and speech.
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It may seem we have wandered a long way from that telltale fluttering of a newspaper in Ruth’s hand. But each day’s news in print, on television, and online brings further evidence that her illness is symptomatic of a much larger, indeed a global issue—the unfettered pursuit of money at the expense of human and environmental health.

On the day I began writing this essay, the newspaper Ruth was holding featured on its front page a story about a bill recently passed by the Indiana House that would prohibit county governments from placing any constraints on mining or logging on private land. One of our local representatives authored the bill, declaring that relief from regulation would free property owners to exploit the coal, limestone, and timber on their land, thus creating jobs. The fact that he owns a tree-cutting business did not influence the legislation, he insisted. He also dismissed concerns that such deregulation might endanger air quality, local streams and wetlands, our city’s drinking water reservoir, wildlife habitat, the value of neighboring properties, or the health of local residents.

Financial wealth vs. common wealth: it’s a story that plays out every day, on every scale from local communities to the planet. Much of what generates profits in our economy—coal burning, pesticide spraying, chemical manufacturing, diesel-powered trucking—undermines rather than supports our well-being. The nineteenth-century English social reformer John Ruskin coined the term illth to denote the harmful effects of large financial holdings and money-seeking pursuits that cause “various devastation and trouble around them in all directions.” We need to make illth part of how we speak and think about economics. The word is unpleasant to say, but then, it points to unpleasant things—children dying from asthma attacks in smog-bound cities, Appalachian mountaintops and streams destroyed for the mining of cheap coal, 175 acres of U.S. farmland lost to development each hour, 35,000 deaths in America each year from products of the gun industry; radioactive waste that will remain lethal for a quarter of a million years.

We are born into a world filled with riches that benefit everyone, yet no one owns. Without defenders, they can easily succumb to neglect, to malicious assault, or to mercenary raids. Those are the riches that constitute our true wealth. Trace the word wealth to its origins, and one finds that its root meaning is “that which makes for well-being.” The root of the word health also gave rise to hale, holy, and whole. True wealth is whatever supports our health, our wholeness, the flourishing of body and mind.
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By the way, in case you’re wondering, Ruth is managing her illness well. She sings in two choruses, makes dazzling quilts, helps build Habitat for Humanity houses, zips through math and crossword puzzles, and nurtures our vegetable garden, houseplants, and grandchildren. How long she will be able to continue those activities, we can’t predict. Parkinson’s continues its assault. As the months pass, aches spread through her muscles and joints. She trembles when the medicine wears off. She must clear her throat before she speaks. Wary of falling, she takes shorter steps. Whenever we walk together, she holds my arm, as she did on our first date half a century ago—only now she needs the support, and I’m glad to give it.




God in the Garden
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FOLLOWING MONTHS OF RAIN HERE in southern Indiana, it’s the middle of May, the sun has reclaimed the sky from clouds, and every green thing is growing like mad. You can almost hear the sizzle of shoots breaking ground. Every creek and pond rings with the horny calls of frogs. In our neighborhood of big trees and old houses, birds chorus lustily, especially the robins, who sound half-drunk with mating frenzy. On the nearby campus of Indiana University, young couples dally about, holding hands when they’re not busy texting, and gazing into each other’s eyes when they’re not busy peering at their phones.

Ruth and I did our own share of dallying when we met on this campus as high school students over half a century ago, strolling along the same paths, among the same limestone buildings, under the same towering oaks and tulip trees. Unlike today’s lovers, however, instead of carrying cell phones in our pockets we carried slide rules, for we were attending a science camp, spending our days in labs pungent with toxic brews and our evenings reading poetry aloud to each other or discussing life’s mysteries—a nerdy Mom-meets-Dad story that embarrassed our kids when they were teenagers.

This was in the summer of 1962, not quite five years after the orbiting of Sputnik I. The launching of that first satellite, along with other Soviet exploits in space, had stirred up fears among Cold Warriors that America was falling behind in the brains race as well as the arms race. So tax dollars flowed into science camps across the land. A full-ride scholarship allowed me, a country boy from Ohio, to take a break from building houses and spend eight glorious weeks in Bloomington, Indiana, boosting my IQ for the good of the nation. Thus I can thank the Red Scare for introducing me to the girl who would become my wife.
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Right now that wife is outside conducting her morning survey of the garden. Still inclined to dally about, I go to join her. Is the rhubarb ready for harvesting? Ruth muses aloud. Has the cucumber vine latched onto the trellis? Have the zucchini seeds sprouted? How can we keep cabbage butterfly caterpillars from shredding the kale? What flowers and vegetables have the deer and rabbits munched overnight? Meanwhile, I check to see if the mama skunk has dug a new entry to her den beneath the screened porch. Have carpenter bees drilled more holes in the rafters of the woodshed? What mischief have the raccoons and possums and groundhogs been up to? Has the compost begun to cook?

In the original Garden, the one in Eden, so the story goes, before Adam and Eve defied God’s instruction not to eat from “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” they had an easier time of it than any gardener is likely to have today, what with global heating and air pollution and throngs of pests. The first couple, still innocent, could wander around naked and pluck unblemished fruit from the trees whenever they were hungry. They could admire the lion and leopard without fear of becoming supper. Life was bliss. Then the serpent spoiled everything, so the story continues, by enticing Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, claiming that it would give her godlike knowledge, and then she in turn enticed Adam—a mythic scene still invoked today, in certain religious circles, to justify the subordination of women to men. After committing the primal sin, Adam and Eve became aware and ashamed of their nakedness, a condition God remedied by making them garments from animal skins. As punishment, God kicked them out of Eden, condemning them and all their descendants to till the soil and grow food by the sweat of their brow. For having given in first to the serpent’s guile, Eve was condemned to suffer pain in childbirth and to be ruled over by her husband.

Ruth’s brow and mine begin to glisten as she pulls weeds from the raised beds and I rig wire fencing to fend off deer. Since she is definitely not ruled over by her husband, she decides it’s time for us to go in, and we go in. She returns to her sewing machine, where she resumes work on a quilt. I return to my keyboard, where I resume these travels through time.
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During our summer of science and romance back in 1962, Ruth and I could not have imagined that in the years to come we would marry, return to Bloomington after graduate school, pursue our careers at the university, bring two children into the world, and rear those children, Eva and Jesse, in a fixer-upper house we would slowly renovate over the course of four decades. Nor could we have imagined that illness and late-life needs would prompt us to leave our old house and undertake the building of a new one, just down the block from the bungalow where Eva and her husband are bringing up their own two children.

Even after two years’ residence in the new house, when insomnia rousts me from bed at night I still must pause to find my bearings—to locate the bedroom doorway, to recognize the unfamiliar glint on the oak floor as a slant of streetlight, to identify the rattle from the kitchen as the sound of the refrigerator compressor kicking in. In childhood, my insomnia arose from fear of death, the suspicion that if I gave in to sleep I might never wake. In my middle years, it arose from the stress of playing too many roles—husband, father, son, writer, teacher, colleague, householder, neighbor, volunteer, citizen. Now, in my seventies, I am kept awake chiefly by grief. In addition to personal grief about our son’s cancer, my sister’s heart condition, and the decline and death of friends, I grieve about the condition of our shared world, the pervasive violence and injustice, the tribal hatreds, the rending of Earth’s living web.

Anyone who has survived childhood, I suspect, feels some combination of personal, social, and ecological grief. While there may be no cure for this malaise, there are pain relievers, and for me there is no more potent drug than spring, no better therapy than gardening. On this May morning, with our windows open to a breeze that ruffles papers on my desk, I listen to lusty robins and smell sun-warmed soil, I watch young couples sidle by on the sidewalk, and I renew my faith in the resilience of nature and in our own paradoxical species.

The paradox is that we are at once the most creative and the most destructive of all the animals. Our cleverness may doom us. And yet, despite the damage humans have caused, I trust nature to find ways of creating new life, as it has done after previous global disruptions, such as those caused by meteors, volcanoes, and ice ages. Granted, this confidence in nature’s resilience is easier to feel in May, when life seethes and sings and surges on all sides, than in dim, frozen December. But even in winter, seeds, roots, rhizomes, suckers, burrows, dens, and beating hearts carry the promise of spring. The durability of our species is less certain than the durability of life itself, but I suspect that humans will prove imaginative and resourceful enough to escape, if in diminished numbers, from the ecological mess we’ve made. As for individuals, however, no matter how resilient they might be, sooner or later they will succumb to disease, accident, or simple wear and tear.

The wear and tear caught up with Ruth and me in our sixties, when our joints began to creak on the stairs and our muscles began to strain at tasks we had once accomplished with ease. Our house at the time, on Wylie Street, was nearly a century old, and we had lived there almost half that span; like our bodies, it was in steady need of repair. In a book called Staying Put, written when I was in my forties, I described how we came to purchase the house, how we reared our children there, how we nurtured friendships and celebrated holidays within those walls, how we wired and plumbed and insulated and mended the old shell, how we turned a husk into a home. In my forties, it was still possible for me to believe, and to write, that Ruth and I might live there the rest of our days. But as our aches and pains accumulated, we began to realize that the Wylie Street house, infused with forty years of memories, would be a hard place to stay if our joints failed or our hearts weakened. A day might come when we could no longer climb the two flights of steps from the street to reach the front door, or the further sets of stairs to reach bedrooms and bathroom on the second floor; when we could no longer carry laundry down to the basement or fetch boxes from the attic; when we could no longer maintain a structure that had been exposed to weather and gravity for a hundred years.

These concerns became more pressing when Ruth consulted a neurologist and learned that the persistent tremor in her hands was caused by Parkinson’s disease. She was sixty-eight; I was a year older. If we lived another decade or more, it was likely she would eventually need to use a walker or a wheelchair. The doorways in the Wylie Street house were too narrow and the rooms too cramped to accommodate either device, and the lot was too small to allow for a ramp from the sidewalk. An architect advised us that the house could not be remodeled to provide for one-floor living without distorting its character. Built in 1920, it’s a tidy example of a style called American Foursquare: a two-story cube, twenty-six feet on a side, with a basement below, a porch on the front, and a pyramid-shaped roof. It’s compact, efficient, largely solar powered, and carefully refurbished from foundations to roof—ideal for a young family, but not for a pair of elders. We loved the place too much to distort its character. So we would have to move.
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Adam and Eve, you will recall, were also compelled to move from a home they loved, only in their case it was on orders from God. I draw this grandiose parallel because the Garden of Eden story has been on my mind lately, as Ruth and I labor, by the sweat of our brows, to cultivate a garden in our yard, which was reduced to a smear of raw clay during construction of the new house. As to where Adam and Eve moved, we learn only that they were banished east of Eden, there to “eat the plants of the field” and grow crops amid thorns and thistles, for God had cursed the ground to make life harder for the Original Sinners.

I first heard the Garden of Eden story from Sunday school teachers in a Methodist church on a back road in Ohio, long before I read the written version. When I did read the Bible, naturally I began with Genesis, which revealed that not everything I learned in Sunday school conformed to the Scriptures. For instance, we children were taught that the fruit Adam and Eve had been forbidden to eat was an apple. Since I loved apples, this detail disturbed me. Only when I studied the biblical account did I discover that it never specifies what sort of fruit grew on “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” Had the story been submitted in a creative writing class, the author would have been advised to name the fruit, identify the tree, and offer sensory details.

To be fair, the story does provide a few concrete details, enough to create a picture in a child’s mind. For me as a young reader, the most vivid passage described the effects on Adam and Eve of tasting the forbidden fruit: “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made loin-cloths for themselves.” On my first reading, I had to consult the dictionary about loin-cloths. I already knew from my Assyrian grandfather that fig trees grew in the Holy Land, for he had traveled there, and he brought the dried fruit, strung together with cord, as a gift when he visited our family. Once Adam and Eve donned their leafy clothes, the passage continued, “they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden” (Gen. 3:7–8). How could any child read those lines without sensing the first couple’s shame, without feeling the wind at dusk, without hearing the tread of God’s feet? They were feet like ours, I imagined, only much larger, like everything else about God.

For me as a child, those lines reinforced the impression that God was a bigger, stronger, moodier version of my father, whom I loved nearly all the time and feared some of the time. This Father God was also older than my dad, as demonstrated by the long white beard God wore in the posters on the Sunday school wall. Between church lessons and Bible reading, how could I have imagined God otherwise than as male, powerful, and temperamental, blessing the first people one minute, cursing them the next?

It’s edifying to read Genesis, as much for what you don’t find there as for what you do. You don’t find apples in Eden, nor do you find lions and lambs cozying up to one another (that’s in the Book of Isaiah). You don’t learn why God considered wandering about naked to be natural inside Eden but taboo beyond, nor why God cursed the soil, the life-giving soil, because of human disobedience. You don’t learn why these bodies of ours—created, we are told, in the likeness of God—could be cause for shame, nor why they succumb to injury, disease, and the rigors of time.
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Faced by the necessity of leaving the Wylie Street house, Ruth and I debated where to move. The one-story houses in our neighborhood were of roughly the same vintage as our old one, many of them run-down student rentals, and those in good condition rarely came up for sale. Newer houses out in the burbs—beyond walking or bicycling distance from library, coffee shop, grocery store, post office, and university—were mostly wannabe mansions, squatting amid vast, poison-perfect lawns. A condo or apartment would not allow space for Ruth’s quilting or my carpentry, or grounds for gardening. Many people glimpsing old age on the horizon opt for retirement communities. But Ruth and I weren’t ready to give up living in a neighborhood where kids play in the street under an archway of trees, students whiz past on bikes or electric scooters, parents and grandparents amble by pushing babies in strollers, homeowners share tools and chat about subjects other than their bodily ailments, and families troop by carrying blankets and picnic baskets on their way to the park.

While in the midst of these deliberations, we visited close friends, about our age, a husband and wife who were having a house built on one of the last vacant lots near the center of their Vermont hometown. Like Ruth, the wife suffered from a neurodegenerative disease, one even more aggressive than Parkinson’s, that would increasingly impair her balance and mobility. Their home of many years, a nineteenth-century Victorian, posed obstacles at every turn. So they had designed a house that would keep her safe. During the construction they were living two blocks from the building site, within earshot of circular saws and pneumatic nailers. Whenever there was a burst of activity, the husband would say it sounded like another stud or joist had been put in place, and did I want to go see? I certainly did want to go see, for I had worked as an apprentice carpenter during my teen years, and everything about making a house, from laying out the floorplan to digging the footers to shingling the roof, intrigued me. So the husband and I, sometimes with the added excuse of walking their dog, made repeated trips to gauge the progress.

Back in Bloomington, our friends’ example was on my mind one evening as Ruth and I took our after-dinner walk, mulling over where to move. We were strolling along Fess Avenue, a street that held romantic associations for us, because we had exchanged dozens of amorous letters addressed to and from a rooming house on Fess where she had lived during our senior year in college. By happy coincidence, Eva and her family lived a few blocks away from that rooming house, at the corner of Fess and First. We were approaching Eva’s home on our evening stroll when we came to a rose of Sharon hedge that screened off the side yard of a house belonging to friends of ours. Nearly all side lots in the neighborhood had long since been sold off and built on, but this one remained open ground.

A wild thought stopped me in my tracks. I parted the hedge and gazed into the green space, where I envisioned a new house rising, one that would be accessible to wheelchairs and kind to aging joints. When I described this vision to Ruth, I expected her to groan, for she had always dreaded the upheaval caused by my bouts of renovation in the Wylie Street house. How could she bear the prospect of building one from scratch? Quite happily, as it turned out. For when I suggested that we ask our friends if they would consider selling us their lot, instead of groaning, she gave me a sly smile and replied, “It can’t hurt to ask.”

Whatever her misgivings, they were outweighed by the prospect that our hypothetical house would be located five doors away from our daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughters.
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Eighteen months later, the house was no longer hypothetical. I could provide a nail-by-nail account of the construction, for I spent hours at the site every day from the groundbreaking to the handing over of the front door key. But I realize that nobody else, not even Ruth, shares my fascination—all right, my obsession—with the process. So I will summarize by saying that our friends let us purchase their side lot; Ruth sketched out a floorplan, which a local architect refined into a blueprint; we hired a veteran contractor, a longtime friend, and he in turn hired carpenters, masons, plumbers, electricians, tile layers, painters, and other skillful tradesmen, who transformed our vision into a handsome house. It includes a studio for Ruth, a study for me, an attached garage with room for a small workshop (our first garage in fifty years of marriage), and a screened porch in back where we can observe the life of our disorderly garden without donating blood to mosquitoes.

The house fits right in on Fess Avenue. It’s a story-and-a-half American Craftsman bungalow, clad in fiber cement siding shaped like traditional clapboard and painted the blue of summer skies, with deep eaves, exposed rafter tails, overhanging gables, side dormer, mullioned windows, and an open front porch framed by pillars made of limestone quarried within a few miles of our front door. The style blends so well with other houses in the neighborhood that several passersby congratulated us, during the late stages of construction, on how thorough a renovation we were undertaking. When I responded that it was in fact a brand-new house, they were surprised; one man even argued with me, insisting he remembered this place from before it was spiffed up.

We could leave our Wylie Street home with less regret because we sold it to a young couple who were expecting their first child, and their daughter now sleeps in the room where our own daughter and son slept when they were newborns. Ruth made a quilt for the baby featuring an owl, the mother’s favorite animal, at the center of the pattern. I gave them two of my children’s books, which had been written across the hall from the baby’s room.

While our bungalow harmonizes with the old neighborhood, it incorporates the latest energy-saving features, including super insulation, heat-recovery ventilation, and efficient appliances; as a result, it uses only about a third as much energy as other houses with comparable square footage. In fact, it uses less electricity than our rooftop solar panels yield over the course of a year, so we donate surplus kilowatts to the grid. Still, when half a million Americans have no home, and many millions of refugees worldwide search for a place to live, my conscience gives me pangs over the ecological cost of making a new house for an aging couple. So many trees cut down for the framing, so much copper mined for the wiring, so much glass and tile and paint, so much fossil fuel burned at every stage from excavation to completion. I salve my conscience with the knowledge that other families will live here after we are gone, perhaps family after family for generations to come—if humans figure out how to live without ravaging Earth.
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Adam and Eve did not have to worry about ravaging Earth, nor did any of our ancestors, legendary or actual, until they invented tools powerful enough to take more from nature than nature could restore. The earliest of those destructive tools were chipped from stone and bound to the shafts of spears, which the first humans to reach the Americas used so effectively in hunting large mammals that they helped drive many species to extinction—mammoths, saber-toothed cats, dire wolves, giant armadillos, and ground sloths, among others. Changes in climate also likely played a role in those early extinctions, as climate disruption caused by the buildup of greenhouse gases is accelerating the rate of extinctions in our own day.

Here is the human paradox: we are smart enough to adapt nature’s forces and materials—fire, water, stone, wood, iron, coal, petroleum, uranium—to our uses, but not smart enough to avoid depleting or destroying the sources of our well-being. According to Genesis, God cursed the soil with thorns and thistles; we have cursed it with DDT, PCBs, glyphosate, and thousands of other manufactured chemicals that bring short-term convenience and long-term harm. Some of those toxics are circulating in my bloodstream right now, as they are in yours, no matter where you live, no matter what precautions you take. Exposure to pollutants in air, soil, or water may have triggered Ruth’s Parkinson’s disease, our son’s rare form of thyroid cancer, or an affliction in someone you love.

We proceed recklessly not because we are wicked but because we are ignorant. And the cost of our ignorance grows along with the size of our population and the power of our technology. Flint chipping and atom splitting give rise to quite different degrees of danger. We rightly honor the knowledge of indigenous peoples who have learned how to balance the power of their tools with the limits of their place. But we would be naïve to think that all preindustrial cultures possessed ecological wisdom. The globe is littered with the ruins of peoples who never learned the lessons of respect and restraint. Certainly no industrial society, least of all America, has sufficiently curbed its appetites or its population to avoid unraveling the web of life.
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A friend tells me that her daughter weeps every time someone mentions the climate crisis. Now twenty-five, the daughter is generally optimistic about personal matters, such as her chances of landing a job or finding a lifelong mate. But reminders of public calamities over which she has no control cause her to sob. I know how she feels. Chances are, so do you, if you are reading these lines.

This dismay over humankind’s seemingly inexorable abuse of Earth is what I mean by ecological grief. It’s different from personal grief over the death of a loved one or the loss of a job. It’s different from social grief caused by the persistence of racism and poverty, the violence of a gun-happy culture, the corruption of politicians, or the scourge of addiction. It’s what one feels on learning that five hundred Appalachian mountaintops have been blasted away and the surrounding watersheds have been polluted in the quest for cheap coal. It’s what one feels on learning that the population of orcas or chimpanzees or monarch butterflies has plunged, that the Greenland ice cap is melting at a record rate, that the ocean’s corals are dying, that one-third of the human population is facing water scarcity.

We look to our leaders in government and business to show us a way out of this impasse. But with a few worthy exceptions, they have failed us. Their vision is too small, focused on the next election or the bottom line. We look to our churches, synagogues, and mosques for guidance in how to care for Creation. But again, with worthy exceptions, they have failed us. The most numerous bodies of believers are more preoccupied with extending their power and defeating rival faiths than with preserving the health of Earth; the most fervent religious leaders are more concerned with policing human sexual behavior than with challenging the industrial order and its ideology of perpetual growth.

We must seek guidance elsewhere. We can consult science, which informs us of the need to harmonize our actions with nature’s patterns and limits. We can consult spiritual traditions whose followers choose to live in a conserving way without shouting, proselytizing, or waging war—Quakers, Buddhists, Unitarians, or Hopi, to name a few examples. We can consult the creatures with whom we share the neighborhood—birds and butterflies, skunks and squirrels, mosses and flowers, bushes and trees, browsing deer and bumblebees—to see how they make a living, how they use the land without using it up.

For a hands-on lesson in the difficult art of attaining harmony with the rest of nature, there’s no better place to learn than in a garden—not the idyllic kind that Adam and Eve enjoyed before their fall, but the ordinary kind, with its aches and sweat, its weeds and wilts, its blights and bugs and droughts and floods. Gardening entails giving and receiving, human care in exchange for nourishment, breath for breath, carbon dioxide for oxygen, close attention for vigorous growth. Gardening is conversation, not dictation. A tractor pulling a gang plow and spraying herbicide imposes a uniform design on thousands of acres; a trowel or a bare hand coaxes a crop from a few square yards of dirt.

Those two approaches—industrial farming vs. gardening—illustrate the difference between dominion and stewardship, the rival models proposed in Genesis for the human role in nature. In the first account of Creation, which precedes the Garden of Eden story, God fashions Earth and its creatures over the course of six days, finishing up with humankind, to whom God gives instructions that have been used to license plunder: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen. 1:28). In the second account of Creation, starring Adam and Eve, we are told, “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (Gen. 2:15). Although pundits offer conflicting translations and interpretations of these two verses, as they do for most passages in the Bible, to this common reader the distinction between subduing Earth and taking care of it seems lucidly clear.
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On the slender portion of our city lot not covered by house, garage, driveway, or sidewalk, Ruth and I tend several hundred plants—annual and perennial flowers, ferns, herbs, native bushes, prairie grasses, and eight species of trees. Most of them provide seeds, nuts, pollen, nectar, or berries for wildlife. In addition, we cultivate a raised-bed garden crowded with vegetables meant for human consumption, although wild critters eat a substantial share. Nearly all our plants require attentive labor in the course of the year. We prune, weed, water, fertilize, pick off pesky insects, wash off mold, and fence against rabbits and deer.

While we relish the produce, we receive far more than food from gardening. We enjoy having our hands in the dirt, feeling the breeze on our faces, smelling the fragrance of herbs and flowers, watching birds and bees and butterflies. We participate in a community that includes not only the plants we tend but also the soil, microbes, fungi, pollinators, sunshine, wind, and rain. We learn lessons we might not learn anywhere else—lessons in gratitude, patience, close observation, frugality, humility, and nurture. Within the confines of a city lot, we savor our communion with life on Earth. We sense that along with our planet, the entire universe is alive, and we are part of this aliveness, animated by the same energy that uncurls in the sprouting seed, sounds in the finch’s song, drives clouds across the sky, and shines from our nearby star.

Above all, in the garden we revel in beauty. The religious tradition in which I was reared taught that value comes from outside of nature: the world is good because it was created and is sustained by God. While I respect those who embrace this belief, I no longer share it. I believe that nature itself, this great evolutionary flow to which we belong, is inherently good, and the key to this goodness is its beauty, which I take as evidence that we are suited for this green planet and this dazzling cosmos.
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I write these lines on the screened porch, looking out on our narrow backyard. Beneath the floor, three skunk kits and their mother are snoozing—or at least they should be, since they spent the night burrowing fresh escape routes from their hiding place, and digging holes all over the yard in search of grubs and worms. Their excavations look like pockmarks on a fairway left by overzealous golfers. The skunks do not know that human actions are cooking the planet. Nor do the birds, butterflies, chipmunks, rabbits, deer, and other creatures that frequent our garden. They simply get on with their lives as best they can while following their instincts to produce new offspring.

Ruth is more anxious about the proximity of skunks than I am, although she agrees, when we study them from the kitchen window, that they are gorgeous. I’ll need to do something about them eventually, before they spray a neighbor’s dog, a curious child, or me when I venture out at dusk or dawn to dump the compost. For now, though, we’re sharing use of the porch, the skunks slumbering while I work, and I sleeping while they forage. With its motley collection of plants and animals, our urban homestead may not be the peaceable kingdom envisioned by preachers and painters and Hebrew prophets. But it gives me an inkling of such peace, one man scribbling above deck, four skunks dreaming below.
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According to the Genesis account, Adam and Eve were exiled from Eden to prevent a transgression even more subversive than their theft of knowledge: “Then the Lord God said, ‘See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, he might reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever’—therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he was taken” (Gen. 3:22–23). I leave it to the scholars to interpret that odd pronoun, us, which implies a multiplicity of gods. One doesn’t need scholars, however, to read the story as an explanation for how death entered the world.

After all, there is no obvious reason why everything born must die, why everything the universe makes must be unmade. It is simply the way of things. Both creative and destructive, nature shares our paradoxical quality, ceaselessly making new forms, unmaking them, and making anew. Atoms, stars, galaxies, all arise, persist, and dissolve, arise, persist, and dissolve, joined in a dance that has continued for nearly fourteen billion years. The nature we observe outwardly is similar in this respect to the inner world of consciousness, where images and thoughts emerge, moment by moment, only to dissolve and be replaced by new ones.

The passage in Genesis immediately following the first couple’s exile from Eden recounts how they defied death: “Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, ‘I have produced a man with the help of the Lord’” (Gen. 4:1). When I first read that sentence as a boy, I did not understand in physiological detail the meaning of such knowing, but I understood enough to realize it referred to that mysterious business adults kept secret. Evidently the allure of sex had not seized Adam and Eve while they were lazing about in Eden, conveniently naked. Only after the fall, the story implies, did humans bring forth new life. So the fall was fortunate. It exposed us to the pleasures and travails of sex, and to the travails and pleasures of child rearing. It forced us to work instead of lounging about, to imagine, invent, and strive. It prompted us to garden for ourselves, and thereby to develop our distinctive gifts.

With a global population approaching eight billion, we humans have been extraordinarily successful with the kind of knowing that Eve and Adam pioneered. In a lifetime of loving, Ruth and I have contributed a daughter and a son to that number, and they in turn, along with their partners, have contributed four girls and a boy. Naturally, I’m partial to my own offspring, but I don’t begrudge the presence of a single soul now alive, although I do wish those of us who dwell above the poverty line would live more lightly.
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Knowing that transience is the way of things makes it easier for me to accept my own mortality, but not to accept the likely early death of my son. Ruth and I learned of Jesse’s cancer soon after we built our new house. Had we known about it earlier, we might not have undertaken such an ambitious move, choosing instead to focus on supporting him and his family. Although the cancer is spreading, he still holds a full-time job, still plays his role as husband and father, still does much of the cooking, still works out with treadmill and weights to conserve his waning strength. When he sits down to rest, as he does more and more often, his three young children take turns crawling into his lap. Sensing his fatigue, his inner struggle, they wrap him in love.

Ruth still manages her Parkinson’s in good spirits. She is flourishing in our new house, which she has filled with flowers, weavings, quilts, music, and her own beauty. She sings with the Unitarian Universalist choir and with a community chorus. She keeps hummingbirds and bees supplied with sugar water, and keeps me deliciously fed. (For those keeping score, I’ll mention that I do the dishes.) She practices yoga. She gardens. We savor each of our days together as a gift. Her Parkinson’s, like Jesse’s cancer, is a progressive disease, which means that her condition, like his, will get worse over time. But then, living itself is a progressive condition; we all wear out, sooner or later, with greater or lesser pain.

Thinking of Ruth, of Jesse, of our garden, I recall the title of a book, The Wooing of Earth, by the American microbiologist René Dubos. It suggests the right metaphor to convey what I have been up to in these pages—wooing, courting, giving and seeking love. I have been wooing Earth, its creatures and glories; I have been wooing Ruth, not only in recollection but in the present; I have been wooing Jesse, in hopes he will stay with us longer; I have been wooing readers to join in caring for one another and for this planet we share. If a reprieve does come for my loved ones, for yours, or for our suffering world, it will not be delivered by a white-bearded Father God who answers our petitions; it will come from the hearts and hands and minds of people working in concert with one another and with the rest of nature.
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I began this book by warning that we are in trouble—rich and poor, old and young, human and nonhuman, every living creature. Nothing has occurred during the writing to challenge that glum view. Of course, life has always been precarious, for individuals and for species. Unlike previous threats, however, our current troubles are largely of our own making. They are unintended results of our gifts—our cleverness, creativity, and genius for cooperation. Despite my worries, the story I have tried to tell is not of illness but of healing, and our capacity to help bring about that healing. Martin Luther is reputed to have said, “Even if I knew that tomorrow the world would go to pieces, I would still plant my apple tree.” Whether the quote is authentic, I leave to the judgment of scholars; in any case, I like the sentiment.

When deer browse the red osiers, gray dogwoods, and hazelnuts in our yard, the bushes respond by producing new shoots and leaves. As I noted in the opening essay, woody plants have evolved to deal with browsers; when a branch is injured or severed, dormant buds wake up and sprout, quickly replacing with new growth what has been lost. The seeds of some plant species can remain potent in the ground for more than a century in times of drought, and then germinate when the rains come. We, too, harbor latent potential within us, the ability to recover from damage, to learn, to pursue new ways.

The season is May, as I said at the outset, and life is booming all around me. In honor of spring, I have ceased brooding for the moment about whether the world will go to pieces. Instead of fretting, I set out plants and sow seeds with Ruth. Earth is alive yet, despite human folly. Although the atmosphere is trapping more heat, the sun still shines. The rain still falls, though sometimes in monstrous amounts and other times too sparsely. The soil, however abused, is still fertile. And so is the human imagination, this visionary power that gets us into trouble and may, with our gathered effort, get us out again.




WORDS OF THANKS
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THE SOURCES OF ANY BOOK—CERTAINLY of this one—stretch far beyond the person whose name appears on the title page. The tributaries that flow into my writing include a lifetime of reading, innumerable conversations with friends and strangers, the words and examples of teachers, contact with all-encompassing nature, travels near and far, life and love within my family, and the unconscious realm I share with all dreaming creatures. I’m certain there are countless other sources I do not recognize, or cannot name. I bow to them all, known and unknown.

I am especially grateful to four editors who have welcomed my work into their pages for more than twenty years: H. Emerson Blake at Orion, Stephen Corey and Douglas Carlson at The Georgia Review, and Kerry Temple at Notre Dame Magazine. They were the first to publish nine of the essays gathered in this book. I am also grateful to Gregory Wolfe at Image for the invitation that led me to write “Immersed in Mystery,” and to Bill Lueders at The Progressive for commissioning the essays that became “Language vs. Lies” and “The Suffering of Strangers.”

Except for “Living Midnight” and “God in the Garden,” all the essays in this book have been read aloud to audiences, and members of those audiences, through comments written and spoken, have helped guide my revisions. For giving me opportunities to share this work in public, I wish to thank Michael Collier and Jennifer Grotz at the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference; Christopher Nye and H. Emerson Blake at the Orion Environmental Writers’ Workshop; Mike Midlo and Shannon McNerney at the Summer Fishtrap Gathering; Paul Pearson and Monica Weiss at the Thomas Merton International Conference held in St. Bonaventure, New York; Philip Terman, George Looney, and Diana Hume George at the Chautauqua Writers’ Festival; Carol Swartz at the Kachemak Bay Writers’ Conference; and Buddy Huffaker at the Aldo Leopold Foundation.

In “Writing While the World Burns,” I imagined readers of the future looking back on our time to discover writers who cared about the needs of coming generations, writers who warned against the dangers of unbridled industrial growth, writers who envisioned a more just and sustainable way of life. If future readers do search the literary archives of our time, they will find many authors of the sort they are seeking among those published by Counterpoint Press. Of those authors, the ones whose writings have been especially nourishing for me include Wendell Berry, Thomas Berry, Gary Snyder, Edward Abbey, Kathleen Dean Moore, Peter Matthiessen, W. S. Merwin, and Wallace Stegner. I am grateful to Jack Shoemaker for welcoming me into this company, and for offering the challenge that prompted me to write “God in the Garden.”

While at work on this book, I have benefited from conversation and correspondence with many friends. I must content myself with naming only a few: Wendell Berry, William Marshall Brown, John and Rita Elder, John Gallman, John McCluskey, Kathleen Dean Moore, Carrie Newcomer, Tom Roznowski, James Alexander Thom, W. William Weeks, and Jeffrey Wolin. Several of these friends have, in addition, shown great kindness to Ruth and me in the course of our son’s illness, as have Jenny Bass, Tanya Berry, Lauren Bryant, Nedra Carlson, Sandy Churchill, Malcolm Dalglish, Judy East, Donald Gray, Susan Gubar, Michael Hamburger, Judy Klein, Karla Kunoff, Robert Meitus, Melinda Swenson, and John and Peggy Woodcock.

A note about the generous people to whom this book is dedicated: Frank Soos, fly fisherman and sly writer, arranged my first visit to Alaska when he invited me to teach a workshop at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. On that same journey, Carolyn Servid and Dorik Mechau, visionary community-builders, invited me to stop for a speaking engagement in Sitka, and they hosted me in subsequent years as a contributor to the Sitka Symposium. On each passage through Sitka, I spent rich hours with the gifted storytelling naturalist Richard Nelson, whom I knew from our shared work with the Orion Society. Alas, Nels—as his friends knew him—died while this book was in press. Writer and conservationist Hank Lentfer took me kayaking in Glacier Bay, along with Jesse and Jesse’s fiancée, now wife, Carrie Parkinson; I later joined Hank for a tag-team lecture tour aimed at drumming up support to protect the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge from oil drilling. Writer and Iditarod dog-musher Debbie Clarke Moderow, along with her husband, backwoods maestro Mark Moderow, have hosted Ruth and me on memorable visits to Anchorage and Denali, filled with excellent talks, long walks, berry picking, and Alaska lore. Philosopher, writer, and avid defender of Earth Kathleen Dean Moore, together with her resourceful husband, biologist Frank Moore, have shared their cabin, songs, and affection with us on an island half a day’s boat ride from Juneau. I thank all of these friends for sharing with Ruth and me their knowledge and love of Alaska. Their hospitality has come as a great gift, drawing us out of the tamed landscape of the Midwest, and into contact with country more rugged and wild.

Finally, I thank Ruth for putting up with my moodiness and absences during the writing of this book, and for being, as always, my first and most precious reader.
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Epigraphs

ixWilliam Blake, America: A Prophecy, plate 8, line 13. The passage can be found in various editions of his work, including Mary Lynn Johnson and John E. Grant, eds., Blake’s Poetry and Designs (New York: Norton, 1979), 113.

ixJack Turner, The Abstract Wild (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1976), 66.

ixJames Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son (New York: Dell, 1963), 189.

Living Midnight

3Epigraph: Opening line of “In a Dark Time.” Theodore Roethke, Roethke: Collected Poems (New York: Doubleday, 1965), 239.

7“Placing on Men the ignominious Title SLAVE”: John Woolman, Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes, first published in two parts in Philadelphia in 1754 and 1762. The second volume was printed by Benjamin Franklin. I quote from a modern edition that combines the two parts, published in Northampton, Massachusetts, by the Gehenna Press in 1970. The three passages I quote appear on pp. 52, 14, and 60, respectively.

8“I have a dream”: I quote from the copy of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream . . .” speech posted online by the U.S. National Archives: www.archives.gov/files/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf.

9“When, in the course of human events”: The Declaration of Sentiments has been widely reprinted in books and on the Web. My quotations come from a facsimile posted at www.womensrightsfriends.org/pdfs/1848_declaration_of_sentiments.pdf.

The Way of Imagination

16Natty Bumppo: As a boy, I spent one lazy summer following the adventures of Natty Bumppo through the five volumes of James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales, first published between 1823 and 1841. The reading gave me a warped view of Indians, which I have subsequently outgrown, but it also gave me an abiding fascination with America’s ancient forest.

17“This is the forest primeval”: From the Introduction to Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie, first published in 1847. I quote from J. D. McClatchy, ed., Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: Poems and Other Writings (New York: Library of America, 2000), 57.

20Current percentage of CO2 in the atmosphere: Nicole Karlis, “Earth’s carbon dioxide levels hit a 3 million year high,” Salon, Nov. 26, 2019: www.salon.com/2019/11/25/earths-carbon-dioxide-levels-hit-a-3-million-year-high. Based on a World Meteorological Organization report released on Nov. 25, 2019. Accessed on Dec. 8, 2019.

23Categorical imperative: Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals [1785], trans. James W. Ellington (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1983), 30.

23Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Can be read here: www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights. Accessed on Aug. 24, 2019.

23Earth Charter: Can be read here: earthcharter.org. Accessed on Aug. 24, 2019.

3015 percent of the world’s greenhouse gases: U.S. share of global greenhouse emissions is based on global data from 2015: www.ucsusa.org/global-warming/science-and-impacts/science/each-countrys-share-of-co2.html. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

Near and Distant Bears

4534 percent: According to the Pew Research Center’s 2017 Religious Landscape Study, “34% of Americans reject evolution entirely, saying humans and other living things have existed in their present form since the beginning of time.” See www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/02/10/darwin-day. Accessed on July 17, 2017.

4636 percent of Americans: The figures on Americans who interpret extreme weather events as signs of the biblical apocalypse come from a survey by the Public Religion Research Institute, reported on Dec. 12, 2012. See publicreligion.org/research/2012/12/prri-rns-december-2012-survey. Accessed on Feb. 18, 2017.

50knowledge is power: Francis Bacon, Novum Organum (The New Organon) (1620), Book I, Aphorism 129.

53More than 10,000 species of bacteria: On the human microbiome: Gina Kolata, “In Good Health? Thank Your 100 Trillion Bacteria,” The New York Times, June 13, 2012; Rob Stein, “Finally, A Map of All the Microbes on Your Body,” National Public Radio News, June 13, 2012. Both articles are reporting on preliminary results from the federally funded Human Microbiome Project, as published in a series of scientific papers appearing in June 2012 in Nature and PLoS. According to a more recent estimate in PLoS, Aug. 2016, the number of bacterial cells in the body is roughly 6 percent higher than the number of human cells: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4991899. Accessed on Dec. 9, 2019.

5440 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions: European Union goal for reduction in greenhouse gas emissions: ec.europa.eu /energy/en/topics/energy-strategy-and-energy-union/2030-energy-strategy. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

The Infinite Extent of Our Relations

73“I should not talk so much about myself”: Henry David Thoreau, Walden, ed. Jeffrey S. Cramer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 2. Originally published in 1854 under the title Walden; or, Life in the Woods, Thoreau’s most famous book has gone through many editions. All subsequent quotations from Walden are drawn from this edition. All italics within quotations appear in the original.

75What Thoreau called his “experiment” in simple living: The words experiment, experiments, and experimentalists appear, collectively, seventeen times in Walden, a sign of Thoreau’s respect for the methods and prestige of science. By calling his stay at Walden Pond an experiment, he may also have wished to present it as a one-man alternative to the communal experiments—most of them, like Brook Farm and Fruitlands, short-lived—that were springing up across the United States and Europe in the 1840s and 1850s.

81I recognize this tendency to excess as a common sign of ambition: Such an encyclopedic ambition has resulted in many a bloated, shapeless tome, of course, but it also gave us Moby-Dick and Leaves of Grass, which were published, respectively, three years before and one year after Walden.

82I am reminded of Italo Calvino’s remark: Italo Calvino, The Uses of Literature, trans. Patrick Creagh (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1986), 127.

Language vs. Lies

90George Orwell warned of such distortions: “Politics and the English Language,” first published in the British magazine Horizon in April 1946 and many times reprinted; may be found in Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus, eds., The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968), 4: 127–140.

Conscience and Resistance

93This enchantment helps explain why I was captivated: “Rain and the Rhinoceros” was first published in Holiday (May 1965) and later collected in Merton’s Raids on the Unspeakable (New York: New Directions, 1966). All quotes come from the book version.

97Among the few plays I had seen in live performance: My quotations from this play are taken from Eugène Ionesco, Rhinoceros and Other Plays, trans. Derek Prouse (New York: Grove Press, 1960), 67–68.

101“It is absolutely true that here in this monastery”: The quotations from Merton’s journals can be found in Patrick Hart and Jonathan Montaldo, eds., The Intimate Merton: His Life from His Journals (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1999), 120, 169. His troubles with the censors are described in Michael Mott, The Seven Mountains of Thomas Merton (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1984), 377–381. Instructions, in French, from the Abbot General, appear on 379; a translation into English appears in an endnote on 623: “I ask that you give up your intention of publishing the book you have finished [Peace in the Post-Christian Era] and abstain from now on from writing on the subject of atomic warfare, preparation for it, etc.”

102Father Delp, a Jesuit priest condemned to death by the Nazis: “The Prison Meditations of Father Delp,” first published in Jubilee in 1963; collected in Faith and Violence: Christian Teachings and Christian Practice (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1968), 68.

102“Who am I?” he asked in his journal: The passage from Merton’s journal is dated Sept. 30, 1960; Hart and Moltado, Intimate Merton, 162.

103“The Christian failure in American racial justice has been all too real”: Merton writes about the failure of Christians to address racial justice in “Religion and Race in the United States,” first published in New Blackfriars (1965); collected in Faith and Violence, 143.

104“The sanity of Eichmann is disturbing”: “A Devout Meditation in Memory of Adolf Eichmann,” first published in Ramparts (1964); collected in Raids, 46, 48.

105“The worst error”: Raids, 47–48. Italics in the original.

105“In the monastery, or at any rate in choir”: Journal entry from May 2, 1958; Intimate Merton, 126.

105“There is no question for me”: Journal entry from Apr. 15, 1965; Intimate Merton, 239–240.

106“There are times when ten pages of some book fall under your eye”: Note dated Oct. 10, 1950; The Sign of Jonas (New York: Harcourt, 1953), 305.

108“Perhaps our scientific and technological mentality”: “Peace and Protest,” first published in Continuum (1966); Faith and Violence, 45.

108“I have been shocked at a notice of a new book by Rachel Carson”: Journal entry from Dec. 11, 1962; Intimate Merton, 198. Italics in the original.

109“Here I am not alien”: “Rain and the Rhinoceros,” Raids, 10.

109“The whole world is charged with the glory of God”: The Sign of Jonas, 216.

Kinship and Kindness

113Populations of many surviving species are collapsing: World Wildlife Fund estimates: www.wwf.org.uk/updates/living-planet-report-2018. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

117“It is a feeling which he would like to call a sensation of eternity”: Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. James Strachey (New York: Norton, 2010; original German publication 1930), 11. The relevant passage comes from Roland’s letter to Freud dated Dec. 5, 1927: “Mais j’aurais aimé à vous voir faire l’analyse du sentiment religieux spontané ou, plus exactement, de la sensation religieuse qui est (...) le fait simple et direct de la sensation de l’Éternel (qui peut très bien n’être pas éternel, mais simplement sans bornes perceptibles, et comme océanique).” Quoted in en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oceanic_feeling. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

118“GOD of Abraham, GOD of Isaac, GOD of Jacob”: Blaise Pascal, Le Mémorial de Pascal, original French and Latin text with English translation by Elizabeth T. Knuth of the College of St. Benedict and St. John’s University, posted online at www.users.csbsju.edu/~eknuth/pascal.html. A slightly different translation can be found in Blaise Pascal, Pensées and Other Writings, ed. Anthony Levi and trans. Honor Levi (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 178.

119“Having for many years felt love in my heart towards the natives of this land”: John Woolman, The Journal of John Woolman and A Plea for the Poor (Secaucus, New Jersey: Citadel, 1972; originally published 1774), 134, 142.

120“My heart was much tendered”: The Journal of John Woolman, 136, 157.

122“More recently, conservationists have espoused an ethic”: See Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac and Sketches Here and There (New York: Oxford University Press, 1948), especially the section entitled “The Land Ethic,” 201–226.

123Amazon phosphorus cycle: Thanks to NASA satellites, one can watch a video of the entire cycle, from the Sahara, across the Atlantic to the Amazon, and back to the Atlantic: www.rt.com/news/235603-nasa-dust-sahara-amazon. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019. Also see Richard Lovett, “African dust keeps Amazon blooming,” Nature, Aug. 9, 2010: www.nature.com/news/2010/100809/full/news.2010.396.html. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019. Also see Science Daily, Feb. 24, 2015: www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2015/02/150224102847.htm. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

124“As in a cell, Earth is surrounded by a protective membrane”: Lewis Thomas, The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher (New York: Viking, 1974), 5.

125“Visionaries through the ages have perceived this unity as a fundamental truth”: On the unity of all things, here’s an example from Heraclitus: “From out of all the many particulars comes oneness, and out of oneness come all the many particulars.” Fragment 10 (various translations). An example from Thomas Berry: “We must say of the universe that it is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects.” The Great Work: Our Way into the Future (New York: Bell Tower, 1999), 82.

125“When we try to pick out anything by itself”: John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (New York: Viking/Penguin, 1987; first published 1911), 157.

127“For every thing that lives is holy, life delights in life”: William Blake, America: A Prophecy, plate 8, line 13. The passage can be found in various editions of his work, including Mary Lynn Johnson and John E. Grant, eds., Blake’s Poetry and Designs (New York: Norton, 1979), 113.

The Suffering of Strangers

130Epigraph: Thomas Paine, Rights of Man, Common Sense, and Other Political Writings, ed. Mark Philp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 25.

131“The vital role that Gullah people and culture plays”: Magnolia Plantation website: www.magnoliaplantation.com/slaverytofreedom.html. Originally accessed on Aug. 31, 2015; accessed again, noting slight variations from earlier posting, on Aug. 23, 2019.

131On the Drayton Hall website: Drayton Hall Plantation website: www.draytonhall.org/about-us-then-now/the-people-of-drayton-hall. Accessed on Sept. 20, 2015. As of Aug. 23, 2019, the link for the historical content had changed: www.draytonhall.org/the-estate/people.

132Magnolia website notes that the plantation “saw immense wealth”: www.magnoliaplantation.com/magnolia_history.html. Accessed on Aug. 31, 2015.

133The world’s wealthiest 1 percent, who control fully half of global wealth: Rupert Neate, “Richest 1% own half the world’s wealth, study finds,” The Guardian, Nov. 14, 2017: www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/nov/14/worlds-richest-wealth-credit-suisse. Accessed on Dec. 7, 2019.

133I too belong to that richest 1 percent of the global population: The world’s richest 1 percent: www.mybudget360.com/american-incomes-low-wage-america-top-1-percent-incomes-household-incomes-tax-brackets. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

133Actual slaves, of whom there are some twenty-five million worldwide: UN News, Dec. 2, 2018: news.un.org/en/story/2018/12/1027271. The UN report estimates 40 million people in various forms of slavery worldwide, including victims of trafficking and forced marriages, as well as forced labor. Of those, twenty-five million are in forced labor, according to the International Labour Organization: www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/lang--en/index.htm. Both links accessed on Dec. 7, 2019.

134The average size of a newly built house in the United States has increased by 50 percent since 1983: CNNMoney, June 5, 2014: www.money.cnn.com/2014/06/04/real_estate/american-home-size. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

134Number of vehicle miles driven per person in the United States has increased by more than 50 percent since 1971: Doug Short, “Vehicle Miles Traveled: A Look at Our Evolving Behavior,” Advisor Perspectives, Aug. 20, 2015. Based on 2015 Federal Highway Commission report: www.advisorperspectives.com/dshort/updates/DOT-Miles-Traveled.php. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

134We use one-third of the world’s paper: Roddy Scheer and Doug Moss, “Use It and Lose It: The Outsize Effect of U.S. Consumption on the Environment,” Scientific American, Sept. 4, 2012: www.scientificamerican.com/article/american-consumption-habits. Greenhouse emissions figure as of 2015, reported by the Union of Concerned Scientists: www.ucsusa.org/global_warming/science_and_impacts/science/each-countrys-share-of-co2.html. Both links accessed on Dec. 7, 2019.

135The roughly 65 percent of Americans who identify themselves as Christians: Pew Research Center poll published on Oct. 17, 2019: www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/. Accessed on Dec. 9, 2019.

136“The religion of the south is a mere covering for the most horrid crimes”: Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (Mineola, New York: Dover, 1995; originally published 1845), 46.

137Scientists have identified nine planetary boundaries that must not be violated: Stockholm Resilience Center: www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

At the Gates of Deep Darkness

160Medullary thyroid cancer, a rare and aggressive form of the disease, occurring in roughly 4 percent of cases: The American Association of Endocrine Surgeons Patient Education Site: www.endocrinediseases.org/thyroid/cancer_medullary.shtml. Accessed on May 15, 2018.

161“The world of dew / is the world of dew. / And yet, and yet—”: Robert Hass, The Essential Haiku: Versions of Basho, Buson, & Issa (New York: HarperCollins, 1994), 191.

161“The eternal silence of these infinite spaces fills me with dread”: Blaise Pascal, Pensées, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer (New York: Penguin, 1995), 66.

162There are more stars in the observable universe: Here is a YouTube clip from Cosmos: A Personal Journey in which Sagan makes the comparison: www.youtube.com/watch?v=sJ_tZr0D2pk. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019. For math supporting Sagan’s seemingly extravagant estimate, see www.outerplaces.com/science/item/2631-are-there-more-stars-in-the-universe-than-grains-of-sand-on-earth. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

162More stars in the Milky Way galaxy than there are salt grains in ten thousand pounds of salt: Chet Raymo’s estimate appeared in his “Science Musings” column in the Boston Globe, Sept. 7, 2008: www.sciencemusings.com/2008/09/saying-yes-to-universe.html. Accessed on May 22, 2019. It was no longer posted as of Aug. 23, 2019.

162The remaining 95 percent, labeled dark matter and dark energy: For dark matter and dark energy, see science.nasa.gov/astrophysics/focus-areas/what-is-dark-energy and en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark_matter. Both links accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

Writing While the World Burns

177“We can appreciate the elegance of the forces that shape life and the world”: Gary Snyder, “The Etiquette of the Wild,” The Practice of the Wild (San Francisco: North Point, 1990), 4–5.

178“Whoever you are, no matter how lonely”: Mary Oliver, “Wild Geese,” New and Selected Poems (Boston: Beacon, 1992), 110.

178“Not many people are likely, any more”: Wallace Stegner, “Coda: Wilderness Letter,” The Sound of Mountain Water (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 147–148.

179“Protecting the land that once provided us with our genesis”: Barbara Kingsolver, “Knowing Our Place,” Small Wonder: Essays (New York: HarperCollins, 2002), 39–40.

181“Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry”: W. H. Auden, “In Memory of W. B. Yeats,” Selected Poetry of W. H. Auden (New York: Modern Library, 1958), 53.

181“My heart rouses”: William Carlos Williams, “Asphodel, That Greeny Flower,” Selected Poems of William Carlos Williams (New York: New Directions, 1969), 150–151.

183“Putting aside the need to earn a living, I think there are four great motives for writing”: George Orwell, “Why I Write,” Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus, eds., The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968), 1: 3–4.

185“Everything is quiet and peaceful, and nothing protests but mute statistics”: Anton Chekhov, “Gooseberries,” The Wife, and Other Stories, trans. Constance Garnett (New York: Macmillan, 1918), 283.

186“I would say, for the moment, that community”: Marilynne Robinson, “Imagination and Community,” When I Was a Child I Read Books (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012), 21.

A Writer’s Calling

191“No man but a blockhead”: As quoted by James Boswell in his journal for Apr. 5, 1776. See Roger Ingpen, ed., The Life of Samuel Johnson (London: Pitman, 1907), II, 614.

192“No one, and I meant no one (for money)”: William Carlos Williams, Autobiography (New York: New Directions, 1967), p. 49.

193“Played the sedulous ape”: Robert Louis Stevenson, Memories and Portraits (New York: Scribner’s, 1901), 59.

194“Because I’m good at it”: Flannery O’Connor, Mystery and Manners (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1962), 81.

195“Monuments of unageing intellect”: W. B. Yeats, “Sailing to Byzantium,” Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (London: Macmillan, 1965), 217.

196“In a peaceful age”: Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus, eds., The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968), 1: 3–4.

200“I have always maintained that the writer’s task has nothing to do with mystery or magic”: Pablo Neruda, Memoirs, trans. Hardie St. Martin (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977), 49.

205“The peculiar grace of a Shaker chair”: Thomas Merton, Seeking Paradise: The Spirit of the Shakers (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2003), 85.

True Wealth

208We soon learned the basic facts: PD destroys neurons in the brain: Basics of Parkinson’s Disease: National Institutes of Health Parkinson’s fact sheet: archives.nih.gov/asites/report/09-09-2019/report.nih.gov/nihfactsheets/ViewFactSheet5fee.html. Accessed on Dec. 7, 2019.

209While no single cause for PD has been conclusively identified, there are a number of suspects: On possible environmental causes of PD, see Bret Stetka, “Parkinson’s Disease and Pesticides: What’s the Connection?” Scientific American, Apr. 8, 2014: www.scientificamerican.com/article/parkinsons-disease-and-pesticides-whats-the-connection and Mark Wheeler, “Pesticides and Parkinson’s: UCLA researchers uncover further proof of a link,” Jan. 3, 2013: www.newsroom.ucla.edu/releases/pesticides-and-parkinson-s-more-242364. Both links accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

209Poisons leach into the state’s groundwaters and rivers: On Indiana’s degraded water quality, see www.wsbt.com/news/local/report-indiana-has-worst-water-pollution-in-the-country and www.wbaa.org/post/report-indiana-dumps-more-pollutants-its-water-any-other-state. Both links accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

209Emissions from heavy industry and coal-fired power plants: On the health hazards from burning coal, see The Center for Media and Democracy: www.gem.wiki/Heavy_metals_and_coal. Accessed Feb. 1, 2018.

210The air she breathed included lead from gasoline, a brain-damaging additive: On the health effects of exposure to lead, see For Health: www.buildingevidence.forhealth.org/research-summary/lead. Accessed on Dec. 9, 2019.

210She developed dental cavities, which were filled with an amalgam containing mercury: On the risks from exposure to heavy metals, including in dental amalgam, see www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5131949andamalgam.org/education/scientific-evidenceresearch/mercury-parkinsons. Both links accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

210The rate of deaths from Parkinson’s nationwide has increased: See Statista.com: www.statista.com/statistics/784319/parkinsons-disease-death-rate-us. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

210Each year roughly sixty thousand more people in the United States are diagnosed with PD: On the increasing incidence of Parkinson’s Disease, see Ana de Barros, “Parkinson’s Disease Increased Over 30-Year Period, Study Shows,” Parkinson’s News Today, June 22, 2016: www.parkinsonsnewstoday.com/2016/06/22/mayo-clinic-study-shows-increase-in-parkinsons-disease-over-30-years. Accessed on Dec. 7, 2019.

212Over the past twenty years, the pharmaceutical and health products industry spent nearly four billion dollars on lobbying: For expenditures on health-care lobbying, see Center for Responsive Politics, OpenSecrets.org: www.opensecrets.org/lobby/indus.php?id=H. Based on data from the Senate Office of Public Records through calendar 2018. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019. For a listing of the top lobbying categories, see Center for Responsive Politics, OpenSecret.org: www.opensecrets.org/lobby/top.php?indexType=i. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

212Consider the burning of coal: On the health and environmental damage from coal, see Center for Media and Democracy: www.gem.wiki/Health_effects_of_coal. See also Amanda Schaffer, “Do Coal Plants Really Kill People?” Slate, Nov. 19, 2012: www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/coal/2012/11/coal_epidemiology_burning_coal_harms_children_and_worsens_asthma_and_heart.html and Union of Concerned Scientists, Dec. 19, 2017: www.ucsusa.org/clean-energy/coal-and-other-fossil-fuels/coal-air-pollution. All three links accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

213The standard excuse was offered by Mike Pence, then governor of Indiana: Mike Pence, State of the State address, Jan. 13, 2015: www.c-span.org/video/?323751-1/indiana-governor-mike-pence-r-state-state-address. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

216A bill recently passed by the Indiana House: Ernest Rollins, “Officials wary as Ellington’s resources bill moves to Senate,” Herald-Times (Bloomington, Indiana), Feb. 7, 2018.

217The nineteenth-century English social reformer John Ruskin coined the term illth: John Ruskin, “Ad Valorem,” Unto This Last: Four Essays on the First Principles of Political Economy (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1881), 105.

217175 acres of U.S. farmland lost to development each hour: Based on a 2018 report from the American Farmland Trust: www.modernfarmer.com/2018/05/10-numbers-that-show-how-much-farmland-were-losing-to-development. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.

21735,000 deaths in America each year from products of the gun industry: www.bradyunited.org/key-statistics. Accessed Aug. 23, 2019.

217Radioactive waste that will remain lethal for a quarter of a million years: David Biello, “Spent Nuclear Fuel: A Trash Heap Deadly for 250,000 Years or a Renewable Energy Source?” Scientific American, Jan. 28, 2009: www.scientificamerican.com/article/nuclear-waste-lethal-trash-or-renewable-energy-source. Accessed on Aug. 23, 2019.
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