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Good morning.

I am very happy to be here with you today. I want to thank Flore Dorceley for inviting me here and Gregory Giacobe for a helpful suggestion along the way.


I grew up in the approach pattern of a Strategic Air Command B-52 bomber base in Texas in the 1950s. My father helped design fighter and bomber aircraft for the U. S. Air Force. The men and women who designed and manufactured the planes made a good living. They believed that their work promoted peace through deterrence. The motto of the Strategic Air Command then was “Peace is Our Profession.” In addition to being engines of war and destruction, these military airplanes as we now know also contributed to air pollution and global warming, particularly as they screamed over my house at a couple of hundred feet when they were on alert. In the 1950s and 60s, none of us thought much about the environmental impact of the military. The rest of it seemed normal, even praiseworthy at the time. People had good jobs and were working for a positive purpose – peace, or at least national security (not quite the same thing). Now I see it differently. In the words of the Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh, “there is no way to peace. Peace is the way.” Making military aircraft did not make it easy for my father or his co-workers to find their own peace. 

Years later, after college, I worked for the American Baptist Churches in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. I was an intern with the fancy title of Researcher on Corporate Responsibility. Understandably, the Baptists did not want to fund their good works with money from investments in companies whose actions violated Baptist beliefs. So they did not invest in companies that were in the alcohol, tobacco or gambling industries or which did more than 10% of their business with the Department of Defense. They also had strong concerns about apartheid South Africa, race and sex discrimination in the U.S. and the natural environment. As one of the Baptist bishops put it to me one day, “it makes perfect sense to give up some extra income if that means giving up support for evil, or bad practices.” 

Drawing on these experiences, there are two messages that I want to explore today in the context of Earth Day. The first message is that there is often a disconnect between our values and our actions and this disconnect may result from an attachment to certain ideas. The second message is that economic needs and goals must be balanced by spiritual and environmental values. The solutions to our environmental problems are as much spiritual as they are technological, economic, or political.

It is easy to feel good and hopeful on Earth Day, in the beauty and renewal of spring. Each year April 22 reminds us of our connection to Mother Earth and all that supports our physical existence on this planet. The first message of hope for me on Earth Day really comes from breathing the air, and walking the earth. To do this mindfully, gently resting one’s attention on the blessing of breathing and walking is my first connection to hopefulness. It reminds me that we are not separate from one another, nor from the plants and animals and wind and soil and water. We are all inter-dependent parts of Creation. As the poet, writer and farmer Wendell Berry reminds us this means that, “far from domination, humanity’s proper relation to nature is that of kinship and reciprocal serving.” The environment or nature is thus not something separate from ourselves that we relate to. Rather, we are part of it and it of us. For me, this recognition of interdependence is the first part of hope and optimism. 

Each April 22 also builds hope and optimism through all the Earth Day events and what they reveal about environmental successes, programs, communities, and activism. This community has a new garden or farmer’s market, that church has a new fair trade program, the City of Newark a new focus on sustainability for community and environment. This year of 2009 adds a new dimension to the hopefulness of environmental activism. In the midst of frightening economic times, around the world governments are saying that a green renewal must be part – even a central part - of our economic recovery. Individuals, organizations, communities, governments – in New Jersey, across the United States and around the world – are facing up to the growing ecological challenges that confront us, saying that we must respond well and quickly to our environmental predicaments. This feeds my hope and optimism – not so much that we have success in making environmental problems smaller, but that we have a new priority, seriousness of purpose and dedication to responding to them.

And let us be clear: the problems are large and growing. I won’t go into too much detail. Global climate change is proceeding faster than we expected even a year ago, as witnessed by the melting of the Arctic ice cap. We are approaching scarcity or real limits of key resources including water and petroleum. Our economy is built on the belief that more is better and other nations want to have our standard of living and consumption too. But the planet cannot provide the necessary resources nor withstand that level of pollution, including climate change. There are other environmental problems – local and global – but that is enough of a list for now.
Now let me talk about that disconnect I mentioned before. Part of Earth Day – this year as every year – is a stream of books, articles and TV segments on how to green your life, how to reduce your environmental impact. Yet, as helpful as they are, the messages are unsettling when I look at them a bit closer. There is often for me a glaring disconnect. The titles of these articles and books make this clear. They are something like: “50 easy ways to save the planet”, “Shopping your way to a green future” or “Making money by saving the environment.” As I say, some of the suggestions are useful and positive, but often they go too far. Let me give you examples. I have seen ads for a Hydrogen Powered Hybrid Hummer, environmentally friendly ammunition, and a green super-mansion. The underlying disconnect of many such messages on Earth Day is that they see no contradiction between environmental preservation and convenience, consumerism and corporate profits. We do need to consume good products, but not every product is good for the environment. We need jobs and income but not every job, not every kind of work is good for the environment or for us. We need companies to make products and provide jobs, but profit and environmental preservation are not always compatible. In the same way that my father and his co-workers were attached to the idea that peace can be made by building an ever more lethal military, we may be attached to the idea that more goods and services, more conveniences and more financial wealth will always be compatible with environmental preservation. Sometimes they are, often they are not. We also may be attached to the idea a higher standard of living always makes us happier. Past a certain point, there is growing evidence to the contrary. In the end, too much is too much, both for individuals and for the planet.
From a Buddhist perspective, we then need to ask if our stories are indeed truth or if they are just stories we tell. If they are just stories and not reality, then we are involved in delusion. Let me illustrate with a perhaps familiar example. I commute by car to work. I sometimes tell myself that I need to drive faster to get to work sooner to save time. This is clearly a story I tell, but one that I sometimes see as truth. Yet, I find that when I slow down, the stress of driving on the highway is less and the time lost by driving 10 mph slower is just a few minutes. But to get to the better result, I have to let go of my attachment to the story that faster is better. 

Many of us may find that we are attached to stories about our standard of living. [When our daughter was little we called such stories the “more-mores”.] However rich or modest our incomes, it seems that most of us would say that life would be a lot better if only our income were about 1/3 higher than it is now. Many of the things people see as being indispensible for daily life were luxuries a few years ago. I am thinking about personal computers, I-Pods, cell-phones, etc. 
And this is understandable. There is an entire industry designed to create dis-satisfaction with our present products so that we will buy more of them. The advertizing industry plies its trade these days – especially around Earth Day – with a green message, with images and messages that make it possible for us to think that we can care about the environment and still buy more and bigger products. My personal favorite false green image is the Toyota commercial where a few people in a field build a Prius (or is it a Camry?) out of twigs and branches and then it bio-degrades.

How do we avoid falling into attachment to “peace through war” or “conservation by consumption” thinking. There is a contemplative practice that is very helpful to me. It is called mindfulness. This means paying attention, without judgment, to what is going on. You could start by paying attention to your breathing or engaging in mindful walking. These are two core Buddhist practices. But mindfulness is not a monopoly of Buddhists; it is not even particularly religious. It means that when I drive, I try to be mindful not just of the other cars, but of how I am driving and how it feels. Am I speeding due to tension? Do I feel better when I drive 55 or 60 mph, when I am less competitive, less attached to getting there first? We can actually increase the number of miles we get per gallon, and reduce the pollution we cause, by how we drive.
This is also a helpful exercise when I am buying something. If I am mindful of what I am doing and what I am feeling when I buy something, I tend to buy less, buy better products (both for the earth and for me) and experience little or no buyer’s remorse. I also let go of my attachment to the practice of buying something just to make me feel better. Taking a walk outdoors and breathing fresh air usually works much better for me. To me, mindfulness practice is very helpful. As the great Buddhist Yogi Berra once put it “You can observe a lot, just by watching”. 
We need to bring this same mindfulness and questioning to the economic and environmental policies being proposed today. I am relieved that the Obama administration understands the big environmental and economic problems facing us; they do seem to be reality based. I am encouraged by the priority given to climate change, renewable energy and green jobs. Yet, I am concerned that there is still attachment to some delusional ideas. One that concerns me is that we can meet climate change goals while preserving a transportation system based on the internal combustion engine and fossil fuels. I am also concerned that meeting economic goals may worsen environmental goals. Repairing highways and airports is fine; building new highways and airports is a prescription for more global warming.

So the first message is one about attachment to ideas, to stories that seem like they can fit what you want to do (e.g., drive a Hummer) with your values (living more lightly on the earth). It is a message about disconnect. We can bridge the disconnect between values and behavior by being mindful and questioning our attachments.

The second message is that economic goals should be balanced by environmental and spiritual values. This is the lesson I first learned at the Baptists. In terms of the environment, it only makes sense. If we, our children and their descendants and so on depend upon this beautiful blue green planet for our lives and we continually operate out of habit in pursuit of economic goals (such as higher income, more security, bigger profits, higher share price, growth of gross domestic product) and these goals undermines the ecological foundation of our life, then we have what David Korten calls a suicide economy. But it need not be so.
Balancing economic goals with environmental and spiritual values is essential to me. It stems from the inter-connectedness of all life. We all depend on each other and on the sacred circle of life. What I learned at the Baptists – and have had to re-learn a few times since – is that we are not just consumers, we are also citizens, members of the community of life, God’s children. We need a healthy economy that serves greater purposes than just our economic or consumption goals. We need an economy that is based on what Buddhists call right livelihood, work that helps us live our values not undermine them … while also meeting our consumption needs. We often create a problem when we see the economy or consumption as an end goal and not merely as one way to meet some of our needs. Our consumption and work needs must be met, but we have other goals as well, spiritual and personal goals of fulfillment, awareness, enlightenment, and so on. The Buddhist economist E.F. Schumacher thought that we should try to “obtain the maximum of well-being for the minimum of consumption.” It is this kind of approach to the economy that would make it possible for the 9 billion humans we expect have in 2050 to live on the planet without destroying it or each other. 
But to do this, we need the work, the grace, the values and teachings of spiritual communities as a critical part of the environmental movement. It is here – in this Church, and in my meditation community or sangha, and many other such places – that we remind ourselves of our ultimate goals and think about what is important and how to get there. 


I have said that we have many large environmental problems and that most of them are getting worse. Yet I am hopeful, even optimistic. The major reason is that I see not just more environmental activism and green labeling, I see more people asking deeper questions about how we can live and work and provide for our needs on this planet not just for our survival but because that is what we should be doing with justice, fairness and compassion for all the members of God’s creation. Your work here is one part of that hopeful and mindful environmental effort. I am thankful to have been part of it today.
Thank you for your kind attention.

