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Seeking integral community
in an ecological age . . . .

“Ecozoic” means “house or community of life.” An “Ecozoic Society” is a life-affirming society.

* * *
The “Ecozoic Era” is a time of mutually enhancing relationships

among humans and the larger community of life.

* * *
The “Great Work” of our time is to bring into being the Ecozoic Era.

* * * * *

In this issue: “Garden as if Your Life Depended On It, Because It Will” by Ellen LaConte; “Excerpts
on Gardening, Humans, Humus and Spirituality: Thomas Berry On Gardening and Children, Mary
Oliver on ‘The God of Dirt,’ Humans, Humus and Gardening in Genesis, and ‘In the Garden’ (a
gospel hymn)” selected by Herman Greene; “I Am Not Sure There Is Anything in this World To
Be Learned that Cannot Be Known Through Growing a Garden” by Margaret Aiseayew.

GARDEN AS IF YOUR LIFE DEPENDED ON IT, BECAUSE IT WILL

Spring has sprung—at least south of the northern tier of states where snow still has a ban on it—and the
grass has ‘riz. And so has the price of most foods, which is particularly devastating just now when so
many Americans are unemployed, underemployed, retired or retiring, on declining or fixed incomes and
are having to choose between paying their mortgages, credit card bills, car payments, and medical and
utility bills and eating enough and healthily. Many are eating more fast food, prepared foods, junk food—

all of which are also becoming more expensive—or
less food.

In some American towns, and not just impoverished
backwaters, as many as 30 percent of residents
can’t afford to feed themselves and their families
sufficiently, let alone nutritiously. Here in the
Piedmont Triad of North Carolina where I live it’s 25
percent. Across the country one out of six of the
elderly suffers from malnutrition and hunger. And the
number of children served one or two of their
heartiest, healthiest meals by their schools grows
annually as the number of them living at poverty
levels tops twenty percent. Thirty-seven million
Americans rely on food banks that now routinely
sport half-empty shelves and report near-empty
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bank accounts. And this is a prosperous nation!

In some cases this round of price hikes on everything from cereal and steak to fresh veggies and bread—
and even the flour that can usually be bought cheaply to make it— will be temporary. But over the long
term the systems that have provided most Americans with a diversity, quantity and quality of foods envied
by the rest of the world are not going to be as reliable as they were.

What’s for Supper Down the Road?

As they move through the next few decades Americans can expect

 the price of conventionally produced food to rise and not come down again,
 prices to rollercoaster so that budgeting is

unpredictable,
 some foods to become very expensive

compared to what we’re used to,
 and others, beginning with some of the multiple

versions of the same thing made by the same
company to garner a bigger market share and
more shelf space, to gradually become
unavailable.

Tremors in food supply chains and pricing will make
gardening look like a lot more than a hobby, a seasonal
workout, a practical way to fill your pantry with your
summer favorites, or a physically, spiritually and
mentally healing activity, or all four. Gardening and small-scale and collective farming, especially of staple
crops and the ones that could stave off malnutrition, could become as important as bringing home the
bacon, both the piggy and the dollar kind. Why?

Why’s Gardening So Important Now?

There are at least five reasons why more of us should take up spade, rake and hoe, make compost and
raise good soil and garden beds with a vengeance, starting this spring and with an eye toward forever.

1) Peak Oil. Most petroleum experts agree that we shot past peak oil in the United States around
1971. Lest you’ve missed the raging post-carbon conversation, that’s the point at which more than half
the readily, affordably retrievable oil in reserves has been used up, what remains is more expensive to
retrieve, and the dregs are irretrievable. We’ve shot or are about to shoot past peak worldwide, estimates
of when ranging from 2007 to 2013, with many oil company execs agreeing to at least the latter. There
are no new cheap-easy oil fields coming on line. Any new fields you hear about or new methods, like tar
sands drilling are expensive, water guzzling, dangerous, environmentally disastrous and unlikely to
produce more than a few years worth of oil, and that a decade or more down the line. That means
abundant, cheap oil is about to be history. What difference does that make?

For one thing, there is no replacement for oil that can do all that oil has done as cheaply and universally
as oil has done it. I offer an exercise in Life Rules, “The ABC’s of Peak Oil” which helps readers
imaginatively subtract from their lives everything that depends in one way or another on cheap easy oil. It
doesn’t leave much. (See Beth Terry’s website, for example, for what subtracting plastics may entail.)

The global economy that presently supplies us with our food runs on cheap oil and lots of it. It runs slower
and less predictably on expensive oil that’s hard to get because it’s located in hard-to-reach or high-risk
conflict-ridden zones. Cheap, abundant food on the shelves of grocery and big box stores and food
banks, on our tables and in our bellies depends on cheap, abundant oil for fertilizers, pesticides, and

http://www.postcarbon.org/
http://myplasticfreelife.com/plasticfreeguide/
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herbicides, and to power farm machinery and transport food from fields to processors and packagers and
then to purveyors and consumers, around the world. Past peak, that system’s going to have the half-life
of the strontium 90 that’s escaping the Fukishima Dai-ichi reactor: 29 years, or thereabouts. One good
global crisis, and not that long.

2) Peak Soil & Space. A couple of links between peak oil and peak soil: First, it matters that one
of the proposed alternatives to oil is biofuels.
Acreage around the world is being converted
from production of corn, wheat and soy for
human and animal consumption—i.e.,
food—to production of ethanol and biofuels
to put in trucks and cars and . . . which
makes the remaining corn, et al, for food
more expensive. Some energy economy
geniuses are proposing that Afghanis, for
example, convert the fields of opium poppies
that are their primary agricultural export, not
to growing grains or legumes or other
staples for foods, but to grow crops for
biofuels, which would, not coincidentally,
make the gasoline that goes in American
military equipment much cheaper and
provide Afghanis with a profitable market
item.

According to a 2009 National Geographic staff report, “The corn used to make a 25-gallon tank of ethanol
would feed one person for a year.” Tell that to Archer Daniels Midland Company, Al Gore’s deep-pockets
friend and mega-ethanol, corn products producer.

Second, the huge oil-gluttonous machinery that has made factory farming possible has compacted soils,
literally crushing the life out of them.

Arable land in the developing or so-called Third World has been at a premium since time immemorial,
thanks to geographic location and/or persistent plundering by empires old and new. Revolutions in North
Africa and the Middle East are occurring not just to obtain more democratic governments, but also to
obtain more food and more affordable food. Revolutionaries are barking up a tree that’s seen better days.

In the United States and elsewhere in the developed, so-called “First” world, arable land has reached
peak production. All those petroleum-based products that fueled the Green Revolution of the last century,
also produce so many crops, constantly, with support from toxic chemicals and without concern for the
microbes that make soil a live, self-regenerating system, that most American farmland—if its farmers
didn’t go organic a while back—is comprised of dead soils. Peak oil makes a repeat of the Green
Revolution impossible, which is good for soil and other living things, not so much for food prices and
supplies.

After peak, in soil like in oil, comes descent. Adding insult to injury, every year farmers lose thousands of
acres of arable land to urban and suburban sprawl and more tons of topsoil than they produce of grain
and other field crops to attrition. Half the Earth’s original trove of topsoil, like that which once permitted
the American Midwest to feed the world, has been lost to wind and erosion. Millions of years in the
making, it has been depleted and degraded by industrialized agriculture in only a couple of centuries.
China’s soils ride easterly winds across the Pacific to settle out on cars and rooftops in California while
the American Bread Basket’s soils are building deltas and dead zones at the mouth of the Mississippi.

Like oil, that soil isn’t coming back. We can only build it, help it to build itself and wait.

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/03/putting-poppies-in-the-gas-tank/8379/
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/03/putting-poppies-in-the-gas-tank/8379/
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/06/cheap-food/bourne-text
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/06/cheap-food/green-revolution-illustration
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/06/cheap-food/green-revolution-illustration
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3) Monoculture. We can cut to the chase on this one. The food we eat is produced on industrial-
strength, fossil-fuel-driven super farms. Those farms practice monoculture: the planting of one crop, often
of one genetic strain of that crop, at a time and sometimes year after year over vast landscapes of plowed
field. When thousands of acres of farmland are sown with the same genetic strain of grain, uncongenial
bout of weather, disease or pest to which that strain is susceptible can wipe out the whole crop. At
present the Ug99 fungus, called stem rust, which emerged a decade ago in Africa, could wipe out more
than 80% of the world’s wheat crops as it spreads according to a 2009 article in the L.A. Times. Recent
studies follow its appearance in other countries downwind of eastern Africa where it originated, including
Yemen and Iran (where revolutionaries are already protesting rising prices and shortages), which opens
the possibility of its emergence further downwind in Central and Eastern Asia. The race is on to breed
resistant plants before it reaches Canada or the United States. But it can take a decade or more to create
a universally adaptable new genetic line resistant to a new disease like stem rust, which can spread much
faster than that. The current spike in the
price of wheat is due in part to Ug99, which
might properly be renamed “Ugh.”

4) Climate Instability. Bad —
uncongenial — weather has lately
devastated crops in the Upper Midwest,
Florida, Mexico, Russia, China, Australia,
parts of Africa and elsewhere. Many climate
scientists believe we’ve passed the
equivalent of peak friendly and familiar
weather, too. And while increasing heat will
bedevil harvests, intense cold, downpours
and flooding, drought and destructive storm
systems will make farming an increasingly
hellish occupation if profit is what’s being
farmed for. The transitional climate will be
unpredictable from season and will produce
more extremes of weather and weather-related disasters, which means farmers will not be able to
assume much about growing seasons, rainfall patterns and getting crops through to harvest. If the past is
precedent, the transition from the climate we’ve been used to for 10,000 years to whatever stable climate
emerges out of climate chaos next could take decades, centuries or even millennia, especially if we keep
messing with it. When a whole nation’s or region’s staple crops, especially grains, are lost or on-again-off-
again, everything down the line from the crops becomes more expensive, from meat, poultry and dairy to
every kind of processed food, i.e., the food we shop for as if supermarkets were actually where food
comes from.

5) The Roller-Coaster Economy. This isn’t the place for a long treatise on the probability of
global economic collapse. (See Chapters 3-5 of my book Life’s Rules for that.) No pundits, talking-heads
or economic analysts (well, few) deny there are rough economic times ahead. Even many of the cautious
among them acknowledge that we may be looking at five or six years of high unemployment and many of
the lost jobs won’t be coming back. The less cautious, like me, predict the collapse of the whole fossil-
fueled, funny-money, inequitable, overly-complicated global economic system in the lifetimes of anyone
under 50. Well, at the rate we’re going in all the wrong directions politically and economically, I hazard the
guess anyone under 80.

Clearly, depending on the present system to provide us with most or all of our food reliably or long-term,
is unwise in the extreme. Which is how we get back to why we need to garden as if our lives depended on
it. Bringing food production processes and systems closer to home is going to prove vital to our survival.
We need to take producing our own and each other’s food as seriously as we’ve taken producing a
money income because growing numbers of us won’t have enough money to buy food in the conventional
ways and there will be less of it to buy. So what’s our recourse?

http://articles.latimes.com/2009/jun/14/science/sci-wheat-rust14
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/06/cheap-food/stanmeyer-photography
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/06/cheap-food/stanmeyer-photography
http://www.ellenlaconte.com/excerpts-from-life-rules/#chpfour
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Gardening Like Everybody’s Business

Under the influence and auspices of the prevailing economy, most
Americans have forgotten how to provide for themselves. We’ve
become accustomed to earning money with which we buy
provisions. That process is about to the have the legs kicked out
from under it. Instead of earning money (or its funny-money kin like
credit cards) to buy the things we need, we’ll need to start
providing more of those things for ourselves and each other locally
and (bio)regionally. Gardening and small-scale farming, while they
will need to be undertaken in a businesslike fashion, will be less
about doing business than about everyone’s having something to
eat and more people being busy providing it. And while not
everyone will be able to garden or farm, we will all able to get up
close and personal with those who do.

Ellen LaConte
Reprinted with permission from Ellen LaConte’s Starting Point
Newsletter. Sign up here: http://www.ellenlaconte.com/what-
is-starting-point-newsletter/.

EXCERPTS ON GARDENING. HUMANS, HUMUS AND SPIRITUALITY

These excerpts speak to gardening, humanity, humus, and spirituality.

Thomas Berry on Gardening and Children

Our children need to learn gardening. The reasons for this reach deep into their mental and
emotional, as well as into their physical survival. Gardening is an active participation in the
deepest mysteries of the universe. By gardening our children learn that they constitute, with all
growing things, a single community of life.
They learn to nurture and be nurtured in a
universe that is always precarious, but
ultimately benign. They learn profound reasons
for the seasonal rituals of the great religious
traditions.

More immediately, however, is the question of
physical survival. With the ever-increasing loss
of soil on which food growing depends, with the
rising inflation in the economic situation, with
the need for food grown in a proper organic
context, and with the crowded situation in cur
urban centers, the capacity of our children to
grow a significant amount of their own food on very limited areas of Earth will become an
increasing urgency.

Elementary education especially might very well begin and be developed in a gardening context.
How much the children could learn: A language related to life! Emotional responses to
blossoming and fruitful plants, social cooperation, death as a source of life! They could learn
geology and biology and astronomy. They could learn the sources of poetry and literature and the
arts. They might even be saved from the sterile and ephemeral world of computer games.

From an unpublished paper by Thomas Berry entitled “Our Children.”

http://www.ellenlaconte.com/what-is-starting-point-newsletter/
http://www.ellenlaconte.com/what-is-starting-point-newsletter/
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Mary Oliver on “The God Of Dirt”

The god of dirt
came up to me many times and said

so many wise and delectable things, I lay
on the grass listening

to his dog voice,
crow voice,

frog voice; now,
he said, and now,

and never once mentioned forever......

New & Selected Poems, Volume 1, 120

Humans, Humus and Gardening in Genesis

Out of the dirt of Earth God shaped the Earthling,
and blew into his nostrils the breath of life,

and the Earthling became a living being.

And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden,
and there he put the Earthling whom he had formed.

Out of the ground God made every tree,
Out of the ground God formed every animal and bird

Genesis 2: 7-9 and 19

In the Garden – A Gospel Hymn

I come to the garden alone
When the dew is still on the roses
And the voice I hear falling on my ear
The Son of God Discloses.
And he walks with me, and he talks with me.
And he tells me I am his own.
And the joy we share as we tarry there
None other has ever known.

Lyrics by C. Austin Miles

Selected by Herman Greene

I AM NOT SURE THERE IS ANYTHING IN THIS WORLD TO BE LEARNED THAT CANNOT BE
KNOWN THROUGH GROWING A GARDEN

This week was explosive. My garden produced cucumbers, zucchini, yellow squash, potatoes and the
first cherry tomatoes. I was overwhelmed and since I can't share the fruits, I share the reflections.
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I am not sure there is anything in this world to be learned that cannot be known through growing a gar-
den. That work is required to live is a given, so you prepare the soil and plant the seeds. Then, first, one
learns the dynamics of trust. You must trust the soil to render up its nutrients. You must trust the weather
that it will not dish out more than the plants can bear, and that it will mete out enough of what they really

need. Then there is the issue of patience. You
must wait. But you also learn that patience is not
idleness. Unseeded growth must not be allowed
to consume what you wish for your plants.

A garden is like going to church daily. The plants
growing tall raise praises to the heavens. Evil is
manifest in the garden when you are deterred
from participation. That which distracts you may
be a change of focus or it may simply be evil
made manifest and attacking your intention.
Mosquitoes so insidious as to blight your body
and mind can make you feel akin to Job.

Unseeded growth seems related to unintended
consequences. I am saddened to realize that
seeds sewn through the ages, by the wind and

water will come up to overtake your intentions if there is no care or a loss of focus. It makes the "news"
nearly every day.

Sorrow is known in the loss of a whole crop. Obviously the rabbits needed the tender shoots of the beans
more that I needed the beans. Joy is known in abundance. Timing is everything to both the comedian and
the garden.

Forget your drivenness toward perfection. It just won't happen. You are not that much in control.
Planting these seeds didn't make you God. You have dirt under your fingernails (those that aren't broken
to the quick) that won't come out until you are dead.

Responsibility is sometimes overwhelming in the garden—deciding which shoots to thin and which to
leave. Not deciding condemns the plants to marginality. Against your own sense of will you must be
obedient to the rain, sun, wind and soil. Freedom is exhilarating as you watch fruit flourish.

Pride, covetousness, lust, anger, sloth, envy and gluttony are all present in the garden, both within the
gardener and among the plants.

When you dig the potatoes and deposit newborn rabbits to your bucket, your heart breaks. Guilt is there
in many forms. You should have known a nest might be there. They ate all the beans. Why were you in
such a hurry? Will your touch result in a mother's permanent rejection?

Grace is abundant. Sometimes it happens. Sometimes it doesn't.

That work in a garden should make more than a living is obvious. It makes life. Love is a garden. It must
see all things, bear all things, believe all things and hope all things. The kindness love requires may,
most of all, be given to you, the gardener. It is a way to understand all things.

By Margaret Aiseayew
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* * * * *

The mission of CES is to offer visions and understandings, through
dialogue, of ecozoic societies and contribute to their realization

through research, education, art, and action.

To become a member of CES, send a letter to CES at 2516 Winningham Road, Chapel Hill, North
Carolina 27516, USA, with your contact information and dues. Dues for each calendar year

are US$35 (individual or family); outside USA, Canada and Mexico, add US$10 if you
wish to receive print copies of The Ecozoic. Sustaining Member US$135.

CES also accepts members who pay lesser dues or no dues.
You may pay your dues online at www.ecozoicstudies.org.

Contributions are welcome.

http://www.ecozoicstudies.org/

