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GLEANINGS FROM CONTEMPORARY WISDOM
From Marcia Bjornerud (Professor of geology at Lawrence

University in Appleton, she is the author of Reading the
Rocks, a layperson’s introduction to geology)

The way of things is to become tousled, Jjumbled,
scattered and mixed. Unruly hair rarely untangles itself.
Few library books return themselves to their proper
shelves. Laundry is not known to sort itself by color.
Wheat does not spontaneously separate from chaff. As a
result, keeping things neat and organized consumes a huge
amount of human energy every day. Many of our domestic,
agricultural and industrial activities boil down to battles
against entropy - the inexorable tendency of the universe
to evolve toward maximum disorder...

It is somewhat surprising, then, that the Earth is such
an organized planet. Earth, and especially its crust, is
highly refined (in the metallurgical sense), made of
materials that are extremely rare in the solar system as a
whole. The scores of igneous, metamorphic and sedimentary
rocks that make up the Earth’s crust are, in a sense, the
planet’s filing system - bins for specific materials that
have been selectively distilled, dissolved, sieved and
sorted by geological and biological processes...

By contrast, the Moon never got very far in organizing
itself, managing to generate just two distinct rock types
since sliding into dormancy. With no tectonic, atmospheric
or biological mechanisms to further sort its constituents,
the Moon remains a comparatively undifferentiated mass...

Indeed, our own dense, rocky planet is a highly
anomalous place, quite unrepresentative of the universe and
even uncharacteristic of our own solar system... It
developed processes that could scavenge the scarce
materials needed to build a solid planet from a diffuse
cloud of interstellar gases...

If we step back and picture the Earth as a whole, at
timescales commensurate with its “circadian” rhythms (tens
to hundreds of millions of years), we see a planet that has
created and maintained efficient, sustainable, robust and
elegant systems that would win top honors in an industrial
design competition...



Perhaps the greatest challenge we face in attempting to
fathom the earth is to gain a proper sense of our own size
as a human species, because we routinely over-estimate our
self-importance on the planet, but woefully underestimate
the destructiveness of our self-absorption.

From David Abram (a cultural ecologist, philosopher and
accomplished slight-of-hand magician, he has spent much
time among the indigenous sorcerers of Nepal, Indonesia and
the Americas)

The successful sorcerer is hardly a transcendent being -

he is an animal, human, a creature of the earth. His
magic, far from being a supernatural power, grows out of
his almost proto-human attentiveness to nature itself - out

of his ability to listen not only with his verbal mind, but
with his animal mind, his plant mind, his soil, rock, river
and deep earth mind. For the sorcerer knows that the
verbal space, this human gift, only makes sense for those
who have learned how to enter those other spaces, how to
grow into it out of the silence...

I, too, have had some extraordinary mystical
experiences in my life, some powerful bursts of oceanic
awareness. But somehow these shifted states were always
caught up in the material world that surrounds; they did
not take me out of this world into the purely spiritual
region of disembodied freedom and light about which so many
religionists speak.

No..those experiences always revolved around a heightened
and clarified awareness of the organic world that enveloped
me. Far from drawing me outside this domain, my
“spiritual” or “ecstatic” experiences never failed to make
me startlingly aware of my presence here, in the depths of
a mysteriously shifting but none-the-less thoroughly
physical world. So there grew in me steadily a sense that
the so-called spirit is really the breath of the material
world; indeed, there is no spirit more spiritual than the
dance of light on the water’s surface or the wind rustling
in the trees...

And so I wish to ask: is it possible that our ecstatic
or mystical experiences grow precisely out of our
receptivity to solicitations not from some other non-
material world, but from the rest of this world - from that
part of our own sphere which our linguistic prejudices keep
us from really seeing, hearing and feeling..; from the
sphere of whales with their incredible alien intelligence,




of goats and apes and fantastically organized insect
colonies, of flowers and hurricanes and volcanoes...

The other animals have given us much, and they have
been unbelievably patient with us, as have the plants the
rivers and the land itself. Many creatures have donated
their lives to the human quest... But now the whole Earth is
rumbling and straining to remind us that we are of it, that
this planet is our own flesh, that the grass is our hair
and the trees our hands and the rivers our own blood - that
the earth is our real body and is alive...

And so increasingly, and in many different ways, we
begin to feel intimations of a wholeness.by means of which
we see the traceries of another reality. It is indeed a
time for magic, and magic time. But it is no supernatural
thing, this magic. We are simply awakening to our own
world, and hearing the myriad voices of Mother Earth.

** REFLECTIONS **

The Schulers went to Washington this summer - not the
Pacific Northwest but the nation’s capital. Although I’d
been there on business a couple of times, none of us had
ever visited the historic and cultural sites the District
of Columbia is known for: the Lincoln Memorial, Washington
Monument, Arlington Cemetery, Congress, the White House the
National Cathedral and the Smithsonian. For whatever
reason, a trip to Washington had just never been a family
priority.

But now it was. Our son, Kyle turns twenty-one in a
couple of weeks and is an illustration major at the
Minneapolis College of Art and Design. Trina and I wanted
him to have an opportunity to see the city, and in
particular to visit some of its outstanding art venues -
not only the Smithsonian but the Phillips Collection, the
National Portrait Gallery, among others.

And indeed, we spent the lion’s share of four days
admiring works by Donatello, Botticelli, Rembrandt and even
Da Vinci. Renoir, Monet, Gauguin and the impressionists
were well represented, as were Americans of comparable
stature: George Catlin, John Singer Sargent, Mary Cassett
and James McNeil Whistler.

We imagined, of course, that this would be the
highlight of our trip and as an art student with the
knowing and appreciative eye, Kyle felt very rewarded.
What surprised us, however, was his admiration for an
entirely different form of artistry.



Before heading to the airport for an evening flight
back to Wisconsin, we made one last stop at the Smithsonian
Museum of Natural History with its huge reproductions of
ancient reptiles and explanations of the ecology of
rainforests. But drawn by a poster announcing the presence
of the famed Hope Diamond in the section of the museum
devoted to earth science, we found ourselves surrounded by
hundreds of cases of rocks and minerals of every
conceivable color and configuration.

Despite its illustrious history and the hype
surrounding it, we weren’t terribly impressed with the Hope
diamond - particularly when we compared it to what nature
herself had managed to create one her own, with no help
whatsoever from professional gem-cutters. Who knew that
plain old fluorite could take on so many textures, could
display such architectural brilliance? The story was much
the same with gypsum, wulfenite and pyrite. On several
occasions Kyle pulled out his notebook and recorded the
names of certain minerals alongside those of the painters
and sculptors he admired. Our son knows great art when he
sees it!

Of course, what we were experiencing at the Smithsonian
was atypical - rare artifacts that had been created under
very unusual conditions and happily discovered and
preserved. A place like Carlsbad Caverns, which Trina and
I toured while on Sabbatical two years ago, leaves a
similar impression - but to an even greater degree owing to
the ambience of the awesome natural cave.

A visit to Carlsbad, to the Smithsonian or even to the
geology museum here on the UW campus will definitely
increase one’s appreciation for our planet and its
astounding artistry. To read Mar ci a Bj ornerud’s
descriptions of the processes by which these marvelous
minerals came into being creates an even deeper impression.
“Our dense, rocky planet,” she writes, “is a highly
anomalous place, quite unrepresentative of the universe and
even uncharacteristic of our own solar system...” Our earth
is indeed an amazing place, “..at once benevolent and
malevolent, comprehensible and complex, predictable and
chaotic, robust and fragile.”

One hopes, of course, that a renewed sense of wonder
might serve as a catalyst, or prove an incentive to attend
more closely and care more conscientiously for the one-and-
only planet that we have inherited. In truth, there’s
nothing about the Earth that does not count and that is not
amazing. Our passions ought to be stirred not only by
FEarth’s glistening caves and carved-out canyons, its coral



reefs and craggy peaks, but by the fertile soil beneath our
feet, and by those deep layers of ordinary limestone that
sequestered enough carbon dioxide half a billion years ago
to make our planet habitable.

For whatever reason, I’ve always felt a strong affinity
for the earth - its smells, textures, multiplicities, and I
never cease to be amazed by its ungrudging magnanimity.
Wherever Trina and I travel, we gather a few representative
rocks, a baggie of colorful sand, a local gemstone, not to
mention pine cones and seed-pods. Indeed, we spend just as
much time looking “down and in” as we do gazing up and out.
These emblems of the earth are now scattered throughout our
house, and each one evokes images of a particular seashore,
desert or mountain trail. Few of these treasures are what
you’d call “spectacular,” and of their geological
provenance I know very little. But each is a repository of
pleasant memories - of places we have cherished for their
own sake.

And, having grown up on a farm, I have always been
acutely aware of the earth as a source of personal well-
being. Whatever vegetables our family ate, we grew
ourselves; the Rock River bottom-land we cultivated
reliably produced bumper-crops of corn, oats and soybeans -
not to mention plenty of plump earth-worms for an evening
catch of fresh catfish. All of which is to say that my
respect for the land runs deep and I often worry that this
kind of sentiment seems to be in short supply among those
who operate America’s mega-farms, its giant feedlots and
who plat its sprawling housing developments.

Unfortunately, at some point in the not too distant
past, Western civilization developed a utilitarian, and at
times downright antagonistic, attitude toward its earth-
home. With this shift, both our sense of wonder and of
respect went out the window, together with any felt need
for a measure of restraint.

Wangari Maathai, a member of Kenya’s Kikuyu tribe and
founder of the Green Belt Movement that has planted 40
million trees in Kenya, identifies one reason for this
change of consciousness. “This is what happened..in the
century or so since the missionaries arrived in my
country,” she says:

The people were told that God does not live in Mount
Kenya but in heaven, and so they were persuaded to
believe it and they began to desecrate the mountain.
It’s because that symbol has been destroyed.
Originally my own people, the Kikuyu, did not believe



that those who died went to a place known as heaven.
Rather, their spirits were still with us... They were
in the forest or on the mountain. That made us feel
as though we were part of the past and part of the
future. We couldn’t destroy the land because that
would mean destroying your ancestor... Your whole being
revolved around the land.

The esteem in which the Kikuyu and many other
traditional peoples have held the earth was severely
weakened by the promulgation of a religion - Christianity -
- which divorced the spiritual from the material and
thereby reduced the latter to mere “matter,” fallen from
grace, lacking in intrinsic value. What once was sacred
was now regarded as profane, nothing more than grist for
the human mill.

A second blow was delivered by 17" and 18" century
philosophers who regarded “undeveloped” land as essentially
worthless. “Tis human labor that puts the greatest part of
value upon the land,” John Locke wrote,

without which it would scarcely be worth anything.
Nature and earth furnished only the most worthless
materials, as in themselves.

This attitude, also adopted by Adam Smith, the father
of free enterprise capitalism, is more widespread than one
might believe. When we visited Carlsbad Caverns two years
ago, a young Park Service guide explained to a group of us
“why the cave was worth protecting.” Pointing out the
micro-organisms that thrive in those depths, she said that
some of these unusual life-forms might produce chemical
agents that could eventually contribute to a cure for
cancer or some other grave disease.

Well and good. But here we were, surrounded by some of
the most breathtakingly beautiful handiwork of which Nature
is capable; visitors to a habitat ideally suited for
certain rare and wonderful species. Still, the argument
for Carlsbad’s preservation was based on utilitarian
grounds. Can we not accept that the Earth has incalculable
value, apart from our own parochial interests?

Wangari Maathai, a scientist in her own right, began
planting trees because she witnessed first hand what
deforestation, rapid development and over-grazing were
doing to Kenya and to the quality of life of her people.
But in the process she herself was changed, and connected
once more with her own spiritual roots.



(this practice) has made me feel that I am part and
parcel of the earth; that if something is done badly
to that earth it is being done to me also. I’'m hurt
when I see the earth being hurt; a tree being cut, the
soil disappearing. This work makes you feel very
close to the elements. You become aware that whether
you are alive or dead, you are still part of it...

So, what do we have to do to restore a “right
relationship” with the rocks, the soil, the sentient beings
that dwell on and in it? One step is to recognize more
fully the unsustainable nature of current practices.

Whatever large-scale petrochemical agriculture has done
for Cargill and Archer Daniels Midland’s profit margins, it
has done nothing to protect the fertility of the soil, to
preserve the world’s fresh water supplies or to strengthen
rural communities and their cultures.

And whatever economic gains have been made by the
wholesale extraction of coal, petroleum, industrial and
precious metals from the earth, those “easy pickings” have
also polluted water, ruined landscapes and encouraged a
“throw-away” culture that still can’t be bothered to
recycle or conserve earth’s resources.

Knowing that we can do things differently - less

wastefully, more sensibly -- would help us to re-establish
a healthier and more collaborative relationship with the
earth. As consumers, we need to insist that conservation

is almost always preferable to further extraction; that
products made from virgin materials are typically less
desirable than recycled ones. Moreover, if we really
intend to bequeath to our children an earth-home that is
both bountiful and beautiful, we have to begin now to
accept certain limits and try to live within our planet’s
means. As the noted environmentalist David Brower put it
more than thirty years ago, “we have to adjust our standard
of living so that future generations will have any standard
of living at all.”

In response to such pleas, the message we typically get
from both politicians and corporate apologists is that
there are no alternatives. An extractive economy and
large-scale industrial agriculture has produced
unparalleled material benefits and provided several billion
people with amenities they never dreamed of (and probably
never thought they would need). To think that humankind’s
needs can be met by some other means, by an alternative



strategy, is simply naive, the vested interests say. It
can’t be done and it shouldn’t be done.

But there is another way, as Bill McKibben points out
in a recent book entitled Deep Economy . 1In recent years
McKibben has traveled all over the world and assessed the
environmental and social damage inflicted by incautious
industrialization, irresponsible mining and mismanaged
agriculture. China - the planet’s new economic powerhouse
-- is on the verge of committing ecological suicide,
according to a study performed for the National Geographic
Socciety . The story is much the same in many other
countries whose resources are being relentlessly and
recklessly drawn down. Business-as-usual can’t go on much
longer because the planet - the good earth - just won’t
permit it.

The good news, McKibben writes, is that there are
alternatives. Across the planet, communities are
experimenting successfully with patterns of living and
working that may be harbingers of the future. Cuba, once
an agricultural basket-case, is now self-sufficient in food
and provides its stable population with an ample and
healthy diet. In Bangladesh, the New Farming movement has
taught villagers successfully to raise an amazing variety
of crops without costly chemical inputs or equipment.

Indeed, Jules Pretty, an English agronomist who has
studied two hundred sustainable agriculture projects in
fifty-two countries recently concluded that these earth-
friendly, low-tech practices led to an average 93% increase
in per acre food production. It is just possible that if
we put a couple of billion people to work on small farms,
employing the latest sustainable practices, humankind would
not only have more than enough to eat, we’d have created
the basis for a friendly long-term relationship with this
beneficent planet.

Necessity may require that at some point in the not-
too-distant future we implement these new strategies, but
the transition would be so much easier if human beings
recovered, through direct exposure, their spiritual
connection to and respect for the land. In his book Last
Child In the Woods Richard Louv discusses a malady --
“nature deficit disorder” - that has affected us both
individually and as a culture. Having been persuaded to
discount the natural world we have turned our attention
elsewhere - to the internet, the shopping mall, to
schoolwork and career. In recent decades the earth element
has been notably missing from our thoughts, hearts, ethos
and our lives.



So we need to recover some semblance of the feelings
Luther Standing Bear, a Lakota Sioux wisdom teacher,
ascribed to his own people. A century ago he wrote:

The Lakota loved the earth and all things of the
earth, the attachment growing with age... It was food
for the skin to touch the earth and the old people
liked to remove their moccasins and walk with their
bare feet on the sacred earth... The soil was soothing,
strengthening, cleansing and healing. That is why the
old Indian still sits on the earth instead of propping
himself up and away from its life-giving forces. For
him, to sit or lie upon the ground is to be able to
think more deeply and to feel more keenly; he can see
more clearly into the mysteries of life and come
closer in kinship to other lives about him... The old
Lakota was wise. He knew that man’s heart away from
nature becomes hard..So he kept his young people close
to its softening influence.

May we, too, be mindful of earth as a wholesome,
healing presence in our lives, and may we strive to reweave
a relationship that has been in tatters for far too long.



