














a part of ourselves. More to the point, when we do something like pollute a river, we are 
sickening our brothers and sisters downstream. Ask not whom the PCBs poison; they 
poison thee. Thus, Donne’s ethical position is very consistent with a contemporary 
ecological ethic.

How can we make this work in the classroom? With my last example, we can 
easily make connections to the other core questions. What does it mean to be human? 
Being human at least partly means being an animal and subject to the same laws of nature 
as other animals: we live and breathe, we breed, we eat, we sicken and die. It also means 
that have the power to alter our environment in ways that other animals cannot, and to 
quote Spiderman, with this great power comes great responsibility. What does it mean to 
forge a more just society for the common good? Do our actions relating to the 
environment contribute to the common good? Or, as I suspect is the case, do they more 
often detract from the common good? There is a very strong social justice component to 
a great deal of modern environmentalism, and it has become widely known that the price 
of environmental degradation falls most heavily on the poorest in all societies. It’s no 
coincidence that the worst air quality in New York City is in the South Bronx, which is 
also the poorest part of the city.

As Donne’s meditation pointed out, one of the things that makes the bell toll for 
all of us is that the church is “Catholic [and] universal.” Therefore, there is a spiritual 
component to the things that connect us. Our common humanity is invested in our 
common spirituality, or, as President Cernera likes to put it, we are all sons and daughters 
of a loving god. A good deal of nature writing in the last few centuries has had a strong 
spiritual component, and we need look no further than America’s own Puritan forebears 
to see this. If god created all of nature, then perhaps we can seek the divine in the natural 
world. Edward Taylor’s poem, “Upon a Wasp Chilled With Cold,” illustrates this 
seeking the divine in the smallest parts of nature. Even more to the point, in Jonathan 
Edwards’s personal narrative, he recounts a time he was walking in his father’s pasture 
and felt an overwhelming sense of the sweetness of the divine. His ecstatic connection 
with his god is echoed in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s notorious “transparent eyeball” 
passage, where he feels opened up to the universal currents and becomes part and particle 
of god while walking across a bare common. Over a century later, Annie Dillard, writing 
in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, stops at a gas station to get some coffee and gas. While there, 
she sits on a curb and pats the gas station worker’s beagle puppy. Without warning, 
while staring off at the forest-covered mountains, she feels an Emersonian transcendental 
connection to some larger, greater force.

The point of all of these examples is that writers have long sought the divine in 
nature, and many of their ecstatic visions come to them when in the natural world. The 
mystic tradition tells us that when we need to seek spiritual truths, we need to do so at a 
distance from the distractions of the human mediated world. By getting in touch with our 
natural selves we get in touch with our divine selves. If we wish to connect this to a 
biblical passage in classes, we can easily turn to Jesus’ experience of 40 days in the 
wilderness. Though he encounters Satan there as a figure of temptation, the wilderness 
experience serves to strengthen his resolve to become the redeeming sacrifice for all 
humans.

There is, of course, a very dark side to this seeking in nature. Several of us are 
planning to use Into the Wild as our question #3 text. Jon Krakauer follows the life of



Chris McCandless, aka Alexander Supertramp, as the young man divests himself of most 
of his earthly goods and sets out on a wilderness odyssey that ultimately ends in his 
death. McCandless grew up in a solid middle-class family, but he was tormented by 
many things, including his troubled relationship with his parents and his conception of his 
place in the world. Krakauer uses the story of the young man as a way to investigate his 
own escape to nature and the near-death experiences he had as a young and reckless 
mountain climber. By making the personal connection to his subject’s biography, 
Krakauer exposes an important theme in nature writing: the quest for meaning and peace 
in a troubled world. There are precedents for this. John Muir, the founder of the Sierra 
Club and writer, had a very difficult upbringing, with his father, a very strictly religious 
man (a member of an extreme reform movement within the Church of Scotland), 
punishing him severely whenever he stepped out of line. Muir enrolled in “the university 
of the wilderness” partly as a way to escape the confines of his father’s narrow beliefs. 
Other nature writers were similarly social misfits who seemed to seek in nature a 
connection that they failed to make in their human interactions. They sought redemption 
and spiritual release in nature.

This is, of course, a very short and not at all comprehensive note on the core 
questions as they relate to nature. Because I’ve already rambled on for nearly 2200 
words. I’ll stop now, but if anyone wants to discuss this more, I would be happy to do so.


