Principle Blossoms Into Program



A typical New England winter day, cold with low, diffused light that only a January sun manifests. We had gathered for lunch and were sitting down to some hearty soup when our guest said, “Look, is that what I think it is?” Outside the kitchen window, juncos and a variety of sparrows were ground feeding. One sparrow stood out, larger than the white-throated or chipping sparrows. The gray head and neck, rufous tail, and rusty streaked breast were distinct. “I’ve always wanted to see a fox sparrow.” Syd said. “I wondered if I ever would.” There it stood pecking at the millet and corn under the feeder in our Plainville backyard.

A solitary migrant, or at least we have never seen two present at once, has arrived the past three winters. When he scratches the seed- littered ground, the rock edge rivers and summer ponds of the Arctic seem close. Soon he’ll head north to the land where day lingers long to breed and feed a new generation. Why this plumaged beauty? What purpose could a songbird have?

Almost every day a different source reports that the ice that once covered the Arctic is melting away as a result of global warming. One would think that the loss of the eco-system critical to support the food web that sustains life, not only in the ocean but also on parched land, would catch our attention; or, the loss of wilderness so necessary to preserve our human soul. Yet, the Boston Globe reports that the race is on for extractive industries to claim and exploit the region’s suddenly available “resources”. The retreating sea ice is creating new opportunities for commercial shipping, industrial fishing, plus gas and oil development, all activities that will increase global warming.

Even while the fox sparrow loiters in our yard, the seed packets have arrived form Johnny’s Seed Co. The raised beds are visible under the snow; the rituals of Spring have begun. Farmer John reports he is well past the half way mark on shareholder subscriptions. The winter is almost over and the passage from death to life appears anew in the greening wood. This symbol of Rebirth has stirred the human heart and urged the work of human hands from generation to generation. Yet, no lightheartedness or spontaneous surge seems to wash over our minds and hearts these days.

Somehow the image of pipeline, drilling rig, trawling hooks scraping the sea floor move in very close. The disconnect between the nesting grasses of the tundra and the planting of green leaf lettuce disappears. Surely, our hearts lift and our step quickens in the joy of Spring’s Rebirth. Yet, could it be possible that we industrial humans have aligned seasonal renewal with our desire and need for more resources to construct an ever more comfortable way of life?  This year’s production must be bigger, better than last year’s from new cars to new clorox to new cereals. 

In the diminishment of the Arctic is our own demise. We have grasped the power, unwittingly perhaps, to determine whether many life forms will ever be able to birth offspring or restore habitats necessary for their existence. Our sensing capacities for survival see all as “resource” for our exaggerated human needs. Seasonal renewal as Symbol that stirs the deepest response of soul no longer activates the primal energy necessary to face into the meaning of “gone forever”. Only in awakening to a profound shift in understanding who we are will we alter our human ways of dominance and become a partner with the great finned ones and migrating feathered ones. Now our energy comes from destroying habitat and using all forms of life to enhance our own. True, it will require much energy to move from a destructive role to a participating role, but not the energy found in fossil cells deep below the ocean floor. 
When attention to one small creature, one local place arouses a heartfelt response, energy to resist and restrain, to withhold and withdraw soars from deep within the mind’s heart. Our thinking transforms us from one way of being human to another.

In early December we joined with the staff and board of Red Tomato, Inc., a staff rich in vision and game plan, when they gathered in our oratory for their annual retreat. In the midst of the first session, Michael spoke up and said – “we’ve been in this discussion for forty-five minutes and no one has mentioned the most pressing concern of our time – peak oil and climate change.”

How does the most pressing concern become forefront in our thoughts and actions? Throughout the winter we have witnessed one of the “great mysteries” of our Planet, the presence of an itinerant songbird. Tucked into those few ounces is the genetic memory of the urge to create life, to desire offspring, to tend and care for home, habitat. Not as dynamic as the polar bear hugging her young, or the humpback breaching, the energy of this small creature is just as intense. The fox sparrow sings the spiritual well-being of the planet.

A story resides in the origins of our coming to this place in 1949. In the letter that Mr. James Toner, the father of seven children, wrote to the Congregation in transferring his home and land to us he stated, “My children have enough.”  An understanding of “enough” has long been lost to our American consumer society. Our economic system is built upon creating needs. The Globe reports that the extractive industries will claim and exploit all the resources now available in the Arctic to meet our human needs.

Later during that December retreat Michael asked – what kind of a town is Plainville? To answer will be a homework assignment for the rest of our lives. The Arctic migrant knows exactly how to tend the tundra and respect the river’s edge. What is our response to the most pressing concern of our time? We must set in place the projects that will build partnerships with local eco-systems. Ours is a time to resist and withdraw while we restore and withstand immense challenges. To do this will require huge energy, the energy of spirit and imagination. One way to increase energy is to build beneficial partnerships. We’ll build a Synergy that will establish a presence no longer tending primarily to the service of human needs but service to the whole community of life. We’ll labor to augment the food system that enriches the soils of the northeast, restore the blighted orchards, protect open spaces. We’ll call forth celebrations that instill within our collective sensing that ours is a time that will be remembered for the awakening of a new human-earth partnership. 


As the poet utters ~ this is no paradisal moment; it’s hardship is its possibility.
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