20th Taos Earth Sunday   April 20 2014  
An Earthday query: “Our nature, per science and poetry – Are We Just The Keeper of the Zoo?”       
       By new member Chuck Doughty, a UU minister from 1963-66. 

We came from the wilderness, but we don’t treat it like our “home” as much as something to tame, conquer, avoid, or visit occasionally—as if to a zoo. As Charles Eisenstein said, “For several thousand years, the concepts of sacred, holy, and divine have referred increasingly to something separate from nature, the world, and the flesh. … The modern self … is a discrete and separate subject in a universe that is Other. This self is the Economic Man of Adam Smith; it is the ‘embodied soul’ of religion; it is the selfish gene of biology. It underlies the converging crises of our time, which are all variations on the theme of separation—separation from nature, from community, from lost parts of ourselves.” Earth Day reminds us to consider human nature and which ways to deal with all the separations and crises.
==============================================
Three bright, young social-psychologists published an important paper in 2010 in the journal Behavioral and Brain Sciences. (1)  Their title was “The Weirdest People in the World?”, and by “weird” the authors did mean both 'unusual-weird' and also as an acronym standing for Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic. WEIRD. Does that sound like anyone you know?  So, what does scientific research tell us about our nature?  
The authors found that 96 percent of the subjects tested in psychological studies from 2003 to 2007 were Westerners who represented only 12 percent of the world’s population.  

Given the data, they concluded that social scientists could not have picked a worse population from which to draw broad generalizations about human nature.
Researchers had been doing the equivalent of studying penguins while believing that they were learning insights applicable to all birds. This WEIRD discovery is likely to challenge many conclusions from experimental human research.          It also challenges our Western conception of human nature.  

The WEIRD mind appears to be unique in terms of how it comes to understand and interact with the natural world. Studies show that Western urban children grow up so closed-off in man-made environments that their brains never form a deep or complex connection to the natural world. 
Social-psychologist Jonathan Haight says, (2) "When Europeans began to explore the world in the late fifteenth century, they brought back an extraordinary variety of plants and animals. -- European travelers to every continent also witnessed people coming together to dance with wild abandon around a fire, synchronized to the beat of drums, often to the point of exhaustion." 
A researcher of this wrote a book called 'Dancing in the Streets: A History of Collective Joy'. 3 She describes how European explorers reacted to these dances: with disgust. The masks, body paints, and guttural shrieks made the dancers seem like animals. The Europeans were unprepared to understand what they were seeing. 
The author argues that collective and ecstatic dancing is a nearly universal “biotechnology” for binding groups together.  She sees it as a form of muscular bonding, which fosters love, trust, and equality. It was common in ancient Greece  and in early Christianity (which she says was a “danced” religion until dancing in church was suppressed in the Middle Ages). 

But if ecstatic dancing is so beneficial and so widespread, then why did Europeans give it up?  --It was because of the rise of individualism and more refined notions of the self in Europe, beginning in the sixteenth century. With the Enlightenment, the explosive growth of science and the Industrial Revolution, these cultural changes accelerated and gave rise to WEIRD culture in the nineteenth century (remember?  Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic).  
To summarize what scientific studies show about our western (and UU) human nature, compared to more than over 90 per cent of the world, we:
· Are the most self-aggrandizing and egotistical 
· Are more likely to promote ourselves as individuals versus advancing as a group, 
· Have lower impulse control and less self-monitoring abilities
· Are likely to not form a deep or complex connection to the natural world, 
· Are low in ability to use muscular bonding and shared group emotions in order to foster love, trust, and equality, 
· Are prone to perceive a world full of separate objects, rather than relationships
After reading this I realized these patterns are part of the reason Americans are ambivalent to ecological problems, Earthday and the environmental movement and have often ignored them.    I know I have. Think how, over the years, you have or have notengaged in the causes of rights and justice – racial, women, economic, sex-orientation, climate and nature, violence and war?  If you are like me you have waxed and waned in awareness, attention and action.  
Given our WEIRD culture, it takes a lot to break through the din and demand of daily duties – preparing for work, arranging money, food on the table, caring for kids, cleaning house, commuting in traffic, social commitments, being bombarded by bright, loud, colorful radio, TV and internet programs and ads and wondering what is the NEXT BEST THING that I could buy  - maybe I could take selfies with my wristwatch!   

But, whether we let ourselves notice or not, there are a lot of really bad things happening out there in the world of climate change, fossil energy, peak oil, chemical pollutants, acidification of the oceans, resource and soil depletion, financial and work/job disruptions, political dysfunction, social welfare, etc., - and I often feel pressure to do something about them. There is a lot of persuasive information about the end of growth, end of jobs, possible collapse of the monetary system and even civilization, etc.   What am I able to do? What am I willing to do?  How can I make a difference? Who shall I join up with so I won’t be all alone? Which organizations –which type, what level? Local, state, national, or international? I don’t want to spread myself too thin. 
I would like to exchange ideas with some of you about your strategies, here.
I sometimes get so outer focused and disturbed by these things that I lose balance and perspective - I lose track of my inner self.  So then I might go to the other extreme and withdraw, get depressed, do escapist things, ignore the facts, or deny the truth about how dangerously we have been living.  
One of the reasons I am in this congregation is to get support in growing up and waking up as much as I can, before I die. So, I want to draw your attention to our UU principle  No 3 (you can see it on the website)-  “Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations. “  I am working on my spiritual intelligence, and I need you support – and here is the definition of it from the book “Twenty-one Skills of Spiritual Intelligence – “The ability to behave with wisdom and compassion, while maintaining inner and outer peace, regardless of the situation.”  Does that include collapse of civilization? – The answer is, ‘yes it does’.  I am working on it.
So, my focus here today is to point to, but not analyze those questions about the exteriors (what’s going on- out there, what we could, would, or should do about it- out there) but rather to explore our interiors -  both as individuals and our interiors as a group or culture, in relation to those exterior issues.  
By way of pointing to those exteriors, let’s look at Earthday’s history. 
Do you remember the first Earth Day, on April 22, 1970?  20 million Americans were active in it, from all walks of life – Republican and Democratic politicians competed to speak as supporters. It launched the modern environmental movement. The Earth Day Network organization started after that and now works with over 22,000 partners in 192 countries. More than 1 billion people now participate in Earth Day activities each year, making it the largest civic observance in the world.
In 2008 Peter Dykstra sketched the history of the movement and how it had waxed and waned since 1962 when Rachel Carson’s book ‘Silent Spring’ had waked up the public.  It took burning rivers, a major oil spill by Santa Barbara in the midst of the anti-Vietnam war movement, the women's movement, and more, before a divided America also found room for the environmental movement. 
As Dykstra said, “Even Richard Nixon went green. A President besieged by Vietnam protests saw an opportunity to be the good guy. Nixon founded the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970 and signed a flurry of landmark environmental laws, including the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act and the Endangered Species Act.
By 1990, the Earth had gone Hollywood. ABC ran a two-hour, prime time Earth Day Special with stars like Dustin Hoffman, Meryl Streep, and Robin Williams.

Membership in environmental groups boomed, and retailers and manufacturers launched huge ad campaigns touting their newfound green-ness. In 1992, the U.N. held its "Earth Summit," where 108 heads of state met to set goals and declare their good intentions for saving the earth.

But in Clinton-era America, there were political setbacks. By 1994, Newt Gingrich's "Contract With America" swept in a new Congress bent on curbing environmental regulations. 
Then, once again, the pendulum swung back. Melting ice caps and back-to-back horrific hurricane seasons in 2004 and 2005 rekindled widespread concern over global warming--. 
In 2006 Al Gore produced "An Inconvenient Truth," his global-warming slide show. Journalists re-focused on the issue with ambitious projects such as CNN's "Planet in Peril."

In 2008 President-elect Barack Obama promised a stronger focus on renewable energy and environmental stewardship. But the global economic crisis and political stalemate have limited his actions. 
Earthday activities may be very valuable, but they are no substitute for effective government laws, policies, and rules or basic system change. And some have pointed out that Earthday activities might give people the illusion that they are doing all they need to do, thereby avoiding the basic system changes needed.  Sharon Astyk wrote a blog in 2011 -  Why I Hate Earth Day: The Road to Hell in Baby Steps  in which she decries the worsening C02 and the over-all ‘greenwashing’ effect, with no systemic change.  She says our partial success with smog and burning rives gone let’s us pretend it ok, and not notice when its not. For my part, I choose to do what I can AND ALSO keep painfully clear what more must be done. 
Let me point to options for action this week. I am new to town and invite you to share with me and others over coffee whatever written, internet or organizational or group resources about these issues you find helpful, and also what you hope or plan to do for social and nature justice.   I plan to join the Global Peace Walk at Kit Carson Park this Tuesday and look forward to our discussion here about sustainable living.  In the coffee room I will have a couple of flyers about Earthday activities from Earthday to May day, sponsored by Global Climate Convergence Taos.  * * *

By now you can understand why I have been looking to science and poetry for assurance that our human nature could let us survive and thrive with-earth, instead of becoming extinct. After looking at the WEIRD research I went on to a book ‘The Better Angels of Our Nature’, by Steven Pinker, an experimental psychologist, cognitive scientist and linguist.  He proves that war and violent conflict have been declining steadily and he believes it may soon be obsolete. Pinker believes that evolutionary forces have shaped human nature into a complex amalgam of the bestial and heroic, the compassionate and pitiless. Yet Pinker argues that, even while we retain our base and bloody impulses, historical trends such as stronger governments, increased prosperity, literacy, education, trade and the empowerment of women have allowed us to effectively tame them. This was only mildly reassuring to me.
Next, I went to Francis Moore Lappe in her book titled ‘Eco Mind – Changing the Way We Think, to Create the World We Want’.
In this book she names six human traits we can count on and shows the research to back up her claims
Sure, we can be (cruel) selfish, she says,  fixated on material gain, and narrowly competitive. But here’s the key to our future: We have also evolved deep capacities for cooperation, empathy, fairness, efficacy, meaning, and creativity. We can’t change human nature, but that’s OK. We can change the norms and rules of our societies to keep negative human potential in check and to elicit these powerful, positive qualities we most need now. Let’s focus there with laser intensity.”
Her work is solid and comprehensive and I have some copies of excerpts you could see in the coffee room.  She left me feeling sober, but with hope and less anxiety;  like I can and should do whatever I choose for the causes, without disabling fear, shame or guilt –  (gets me closer to being spiritually intelligent.)
She says, “HOPE IS NOT WISHFUL THINKING. IT’S NOT A TEMPERAMENT WE’RE BORN with. It is a stance toward life that we can choose . . . or not. The real question for me though (she says)  is whether my hope is effective, whether it produces results or is just where I hide to ease my own pain.”    I respect that!             

Now, let’s leave science and go to poetry to consider our nature from another angle.  

Wilderness   -  by Carl Sandburg
There is a wolf in me . . . fangs pointed for tearing gashes . . . a red tongue for raw meat . . . and the hot lapping of blood—I keep this wolf because the wilderness gave it to me and the wilderness will not let it go.    

There is a fox in me . . . a silver-gray fox . . . I sniff and guess . . . I pick things out of the wind and air . . . I nose in the dark night and take sleepers and eat them and hide the feathers . . . I circle and loop and double-cross.

There is a hog in me . . . a snout and a belly . . . a machinery for eating and grunting . . . a machinery for sleeping satisfied in the sun—I got this too from the wilderness and the wilderness will not let it go.

There is a fish in me . . . I know I came from salt-blue water-gates . . . I scurried with shoals of herring . . . I blew waterspouts with porpoises . . . before land was . . . before the water went down . . . before Noah . . . before the first chapter of Genesis.

There is a baboon in me . . . clambering-clawed . . . dog-faced . . . yawping a galoot’s hunger . . . hairy under the armpits . . . here are the hawk-eyed hankering men . . . here are the blonde and blue-eyed women . . . here they hide curled asleep waiting . . . ready to snarl and kill . . . ready to sing and give milk . . . waiting—I keep the baboon because the wilderness says so.

There is an eagle in me and a mockingbird . . . and the eagle flies among the Rocky Mountains of my dreams and fights among the Sierra crags of what I want . . . and the mockingbird warbles in the early forenoon before the dew is gone, warbles in the underbrush of my Chattanoogas of hope, gushes over the blue Ozark foothills of my wishes—And I got the eagle and the mockingbird from the wilderness.

O, I got a zoo, I got a menagerie, inside my ribs, under my bony head, under my red-valve heart—and I got something else: it is a man-child heart, a woman-child heart: it is a father and mother and lover: it came from God-Knows-Where: it is going to God-Knows-Where—For I am the keeper of the zoo: I say yes and no: I sing and kill and work: I am a pal of the world: I came from the wilderness.

So, what makes a good Zoo-keeper, rather than a bad one?  Wouldn't a good zoo-keeper be responsible for the well-being and protection and management of all the animals in our menagerie, all the parts of our selves, from the fanged wolf to the warbling mockingbird parts of us?   Won't a good keeper of the zoo have compassion for every animal, every part, and provide the necessary nurturance, support and limits needed for them to thrive as well as survive, not only as separate parts, but in connection with others, groups and society? 
One way to relate this to our daily lives is to connect it with Compassionate Communications, which many members in my former church in Arizona studied over a year which we dedicated to Renewal and Revitalization.  (As an aside, the result of that work, led by a seven member ‘R & R Taskforce’, produced a behavioral Covenant of Compassionate Relations, a new commitment and led to the hiring of a developmental minister.) 
Compassionate Communications was developed by Marshall Rosenburg and is also called non-violent communication, or NVC.  I see it as a set of skills and techniques to validate each part of our selves and each other, without violating any part in ourselves or in each other (and I’d like to get better at it). In some ways it is like being a good zoo-keeper.  It is not about always being nice or polite, but how to re-discover and connect with the life-energy which is latent in all these parts we got from evolution and the wilderness, but which have often been thwarted and/or distorted by family, culture or history.  
Marshall Rosenburg gives a personal example in his book titled "Living Non-Violent Communication".  He calls one sub-section of his book Enjoying the Judgment Show in Your Head,  
Some people in one of his workshops ask him how to handle strong triggers and emotions, so Marshall says to them,
"Not long ago somebody was coming at me pretty hard in a judging kind of way. This person was going blah, blah, blah, and saying some very judgmental things toward me, and here was my reaction. I was silent for a while, then I said, “So, you’re feeling really annoyed, and you would have liked so and so.” The person says, “Yes and blah, blah, blah.” 

And here’s my reaction.  Silent again. And then I said, “So it sounds like you were feeling some hurt behind that because you would have liked blah, blah, blah.” “Yes, and blah, blah, blah.” 
In the workshop, this went on several times, and then a woman in the workshop said to me, “Marshall, I’ve never seen a person more compassionate than you are. If somebody had talked to me the way you were being talked to there, I would’ve hit them. How did you do it?” 
I said, “Let me tell you what was going on inside me. You remember that first statement?”  (she said blah, blah, blah?) “Yes.” “Here’s my first inner reaction: ‘If you don’t shut up, I’m going to jam your head up your (blankety-blank). In fact, you’ve got your head so far up there, you need a cellophane navel to even see.’ And then I said to the woman in the workshop,  “And it got worse from there. I mean, then I had some really graphic images, before I started to realize that this person’s statements were very like some ridicule that I had experienced as a child. I realized that behind that reaction, I had a lot of fear and all of that. I went from this rage and wanting to shake her to being aware of the humiliation behind it.
So I just stopped and listened. And when I got to that humiliation, that fear of being humiliated, I felt a release in my body. Then I could do what you heard me say, when I shifted my attention and put it on her feelings and needs. 
 - - when I told them my first inner (violent) reactions, one woman’s eyes got very big. She says, “I never knew you were so violent.” So I have gone from being very compassionate to very violent in just a couple of exchanges.
"Well," Marshall says, "they’re both there. There’s an enormous amount of violence in me, conditioned by cultural factors and other things. So I enjoy that. I just sit back when I get that angry, and I watch this violent show going on in my head. I hear all these violent things I’d like to say, and I see these things I’d like to do to this person, and then I listen to the pain that’s behind it. And when I get to the pain behind it, there’s always a release. Then I can put my attention on the other person’s humanness. I’m not repressing anything—quite the opposite. I’m enjoying it, ---
I’m just not acting on it, because to act on it is too superficial. If I jump in and blame others, we’re never going to get down to the pain behind all this.  ..... We’ll just get into a fight, and I know how that ends: even when I win, I don’t feel good."

 -----------------------------------
Would you say Marshall was being a good Keeper of the Zoo?  Or does this kind of consciousness of self and others and life-forces go beyond the metaphor of a zoo-keeper?  Remember, the title of this sermon has a question mark after the term Keeper of the Zoo?   
But let's go back to Sandburg's poem. 

Sandburg seems to say that all of our parts came from the wilderness, but, remember this part of the poem?  "and I got something else: it is a man-child heart, a woman-child heart: it is a father and mother and lover: it came from God-Knows-Where: it is going to God-Knows-Where— "  
Why was he unsure where 'it' came from? Is he hedging his bet? Is Sandburg suggesting it came from a 'higher', more 'sacred' or 'spiritual' source than the wilderness, one that is essentially different?  Was he still caught in the ancient spell cast on western culture by Zoroaster and others about polar opposite forces of light and darkness, good and evil, etc.?   Is our nature some kind of duality where we humans are poor clay vessels soliciting a deity or some 'other' sacred source to fill us with good spirit and drain away the bad spirit? Or is our nature some form of sacred unity which includes us, with all our parts, but from which we feel too often separated by our language and culture and habits of perception, our habits of thought and the habits of our hearts?

Author  Charles Eisenstein (4) says the Cartesian worldview of science holds that beauty, life, and soul are secondary properties, epiphenomena, not measurable and therefore not real. You take an organism apart, and you get just a bunch of matter, a bunch of elements, some carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus … where is the ingredient you can call life or spirit? The mentality of Cartesian religion, on the other hand, appears superficially to contradict science by saying that spirit is a real ingredient in life that science just doesn’t see. But on a deeper level it agrees: it agrees that spirit does not inhere in matter but occupies a separate, nonmaterial realm. Both agree that if there is such a thing as a spirit of life, it is something separate from matter, an extra ingredient.
But Charles Eisenstein doesn't buy that. In his book 'Sacred Economics', he says, "When I use the word spiritual, I am not distinguishing it from the material. I have little patience with any philosophy or religion that seeks to transcend the material realm. Indeed, the separation of the spiritual from the material is instrumental in our heinous treatment of the material world. Sacred economics treats the world as more sacred, not less. It is more materialistic than our current culture—materialistic in the sense of deeply and attentively loving our world. It is to treat relationship, circulation, and material life itself as sacred. Because they are."   He goes on --
"The presence of the sacred is like returning to a home that was always there and a truth that has always existed. It can happen when I observe an insect or a plant, hear a symphony of birdsongs or frog calls, feel mud between my toes, gaze upon an object beautifully made, apprehend the impossibly coordinated complexity of a cell or an ecosystem, ...watch happy children at play, or am touched by a work of genius. Extraordinary though these experiences are, they are in no sense separate from the rest of life. "
Eisenstein said, "We have the power to destroy the earth, or at least to cause her grievous harm. She is vulnerable to us, as a lover is to a lover. In that sense, it is no longer appropriate to think of her only as Mother Earth. A child, in his wanting, does not take his mother’s limits into account. Between lovers it is different."

On this Earth Day, when we ask ourselves what is our nature and how do we want to be toward Life and Earth, we can choose wisely, as though we are sacred in the presence of sacred.    I hope we will move ourselves as individuals, groups and humanity to be less and less the user/abuser/despoiler, to move beyond being the Keeper of the zoo, to become more than a child or a pal of the world and become more and more a LOVER and EVOLVER of Life, Earth, and Cosmos. More and more of us must become conscious evolvers, committed to promote evolution with goodness, truth and beauty in every part, in every whole.
I believe our human nature is such that we can get that sense of the sacred, return often and regularly to that sacred home of awareness and wholeness, even in the face of repeated, senseless tragedies to persons, to the earth and to humanity;     even with the knowledge that each day we may see some kind of sick, bad, stupid or ugly human action.  But sometimes we feel overwhelmed by these things. When I feel overwhelmed I sometimes go to poetry for support and solace, and I want to close by sharing two poems: 

The Answer   BY ROBINSON JEFFERS
Then what is the answer?—Not to be deluded by dreams.

To know the great civilizations have broken down into violence, and their tyrants come, many times before.

When open violence appears, to avoid it with honor or choose the least ugly faction;

 these evils are essential.

To keep one’s own integrity, be merciful and uncorrupted and not wish for evil; 

and not be duped by dreams of universal justice or happiness. These dreams will not be fulfilled.

To know this, and know that however ugly the parts appear the whole remains beautiful. 

A severed hand is an ugly thing, and man dissevered from the earth and stars and his history

...for contemplation or in fact...Often appears atrociously ugly. 

Integrity is wholeness, the greatest beauty is

Organic wholeness, the wholeness of life and things, the divine beauty of the universe. 

Love that, not man apart from that, 

or else you will share man’s pitiful confusions, or drown in despair when his days darken.

THE PEACE OF WILD THINGS by Wendell Berry
When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children's lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things 
who do not tax their lives with forethought
of grief. I come into the presence of still water.
And I feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting with their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

Hymn 175    We Celebrate the Web of Life
Please Join hands for the Closing Words: 
           “Join hands” By  Erika A. Hewitt
The hand in yours belongs to a person
whose heart is sometimes tender,
whose skin is sometimes thin,
whose eyes sometimes fill with tears,
whose laughter is a beautiful sound.
The hand that you hold belongs to a person who is seeking wholeness,
and knows that you are doing the same.
As you leave this sanctuary,
may your hearts remain open
may your voices stay strong
and may your hands remain outstretched.
Extinguishing the Chalice -  

We extinguish this flame, but not the light of truth,

the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment.

These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Postlude – 
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