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W e ’re about to go through  the refiner’s 
fire. Global industrial civilization, centuries in 
the making, is on the verge of collapse. Economic 

globalization and explosive growth have ravaged the planet. 
The exhaustion of resources and habitats, and the derange-
ment of climate have undermined the physical basis of all 
our enterprises. Mother Nature, no sentimentalist, may be 
heaving a sigh of relief. 

Soon, starting with oil, the production of fossil fuels will 
dwindle. The era of cheap energy will be at an end. Far-flung, 
petroleum-intensive food production and transport systems 
are certainly doomed. Fantasies that North American modes 
of living can be extended by grandiose technologies or mil-
itary adventures will only cost us the time and substance 
needed to negotiate our descent to living within the bounds 
of a much-altered biosphere.

We confront epochal change. Where will we stand? How 
will we act? What will we hold sacred?

If we are to move through this vast trial with a mea-
sure of humanity we must divest and share, demilitarize, 
and decentralize. Following Thoreau and Gandhi, we must 
simplify, simplify. We must distinguish between wants and 
needs. Water, food, shelter, and clothing: dignity, convivial-
ity, and the presence of nature are needs. The rest is con-
sumerism and its day is done.

There is no separate survival, no sustenance without wild 
nature and resilient ecosystems. As much as it demands 
drastically curtailing consumption, waste, and pollution, 
sustenance will entail restoring soils, woodlands, wetlands, 
uplands and lowlands, prairies and plains. 

The crisis calls us back to the beloved community, the 
community of all beings. Action begins where we are, with 
a radical rededication to the land. Look around your water-
shed: What can be done to replenish the land, raise some 
food, support others, and develop local self-reliance? 

Let’s conceive a different kind of life, one in which 
we each, as individuals, family members, and neigh-
bors, find ways and means to provide the necessities. 

Imagine the emergence of myriad diverse, cooperative com-
munities where everyone has much to learn, much to offer, 
and much work to do. Boundless opportunities to devolve 
and adapt systems of production, exchange, and gover-
nance, confront us. We are all servant-leaders now. Rather 
than resort to command and control, dominance and hierar-
chy, we can practice nonviolence and mutual aid. 

Civilization may crumble, but wisdom will grow up in 
the cracks with the green things. A vision beckons: We 
will evolve cultures that prize balance, not mastery. City, 
country, and suburban people will create comely dwellings 
and right-sized settlements that include habitat for native 
creatures, will cultivate edibles on balconies, rooftops, 
and former lawns. In budding sacred groves there will be 
encounters with the wild. Tree planters will renew the water 
cycle. Torrents and freshets will reappear. Over the centu-
ries, the beauty of the earth will be renewed through the 
lives of its creatures. 

Humility and skillful means will forge a finer humanity.  
Working with nature, we will come back to our selves and to 
our senses. The dross will be burned away.
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