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As I think back on my early life, I can discern three influences that defined my attitude
towards nature.  One was the actual outdoors itself, the woods and creeks in the suburban
postwar neighborhood as well as mountains and seashore on family camping trips and later in
summer camp.  A second was reading Thoreau’s Walden in eleventh grade English, where Mrs.
Jeffcoat taught me that proper New Englanders pronounced the name THOreau instead of
ThoREAU.  And the third was one line in the 1968 movie “The Graduate” which I think defined
my generation.  Benjamin, played by Dustin Hoffman, is a recent college graduate who is totally
clueless about what he wants to do with the rest of his life and alienated from adult society.  He
has played the game, has worked hard, now he’s back at home in suburban LA amidst the
poolside cocktail parties of his parents and doesn’t feel connected to any of it, and one of his
parents’ friends, trying to be helpful, says, “I have just one word to say to you Benjamin.” (Wait
for it). “Plastics.”

Of course that was the wrong word for Benjamin, and confirmed in his mind the
corruption of the older genration.  For plastics had been the glory and the wonder of American
manufacturing and were everywhere in the world in which I grew up, and that one word in that
one movie symbolized to us everything wrong with American culture, from the War in Vietnam
to racism, to the great wasteland of television and mindless action movies. 

My generation spawned the hippie movement where a lot of people dreamed of chucking
mainstream America and going back to the land, back to Nature even if they, like me, had grown
up in the bourgeois suburbs.  My plastic glasses frames were out and I have worn metal ones ever
since. When we had out first homes, many of us heated with wood, and the ultimate rejection of
plastics was when we bought wooden toilet seats.

I, and many of my generation, went through a serious shift in values as I came of age, and
though I have made many compromises and accommodations to mainstream American culture
along the way, I still have a concept of the natural which serves as a kind of star to steer by. 
Perhaps you do as well.

And we have Henry David Thoreau to thank.  Walden crystallized thinking on nature
which had been developing for years. He was a superb observer, like Louis Agassiz and Charles
Darwin, but he was not a systematizer so he never collected his observations into a scientific
theory. In his 1862 eulogy for Thoreau, Emerson talked of his friend’s  “endless walks and
miscellaneous studies, making every day some new acquaintance with Nature, though as yet
never speaking of zoology or botany, since, though very studious of natural facts, he was
incurious of technical and textual science.”

Yet he has a powerful emotional impact which has persisted through two centuries.
Sometimes we wonder, have plastics won?  Is there anything left of nature? 

But “nature” is a word with many meanings, but Emerson and Thoreau, and those
thinkers which have followed in their trail really are talking about what we might call capital-N
Nature, that part of the world not shaped by human intention or effort, the world as given before
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humans have a chance to redo it.
Think about it for a moment:  Capital-N Nature is a category with an inherent paradox. 

We may define Nature as that which is beyond humans, but we humans are the ones doing the
defining.  So the category we have created does not itself exist in nature.  Or to put it another
way: if we define Nature as anything which is not artificially constructed, we will see the fault
immediately, for the notion of an artificial construction is in a way a type of artificial
construction.  

It is like calling yourself an atheist; to make a positive statement that “God does not
exist” requires you to negate each and every idea of God.  To say Nature is that which humans
have not made or touched requires you to list all the things humans have made or touched.

Nature and I interact most intimately these days on my back deck, where I lure birds into
my sight by providing them feeders.  I recently visited a friend and immediately had what the Ten
Commandments calls covetousness. I coveted his bright orange feeder and particularly the fact
that he had succeeded in attracting Baltimore Orioles to it.  So I went down to the bird store and
bought one just like it.  So far, no Orioles. But the point is that the birds don’t care what is
artificial and what is natural.  They just want food, however they obtain it.  Nature herself does
not observe the boundary which humans erect around it.

For Thoreau, in particular, the purest part of Nature is wildness, that which is furthest
removed from humans.  Yet to get to this nirvana, Thoreau did not travel to Alaska or Patagonia.
In his whole life, Thoreau never went south of Staten Island or west of Minneapolis.  Instead,
Thoreau found his wildness on Walden Pond, a half-hour walk from his family home, on the
Concord River, which flows through the back yards of half the town, and in Maine and Cape
Cod, which were well-occupied in those days.

Also, he writes of these places as if he had traveled alone, but he was almost never alone
there.  Maybe that’s why he so fervently promotes the value of solitude.

For Emerson, Nature was a path to God, or perhaps was God itself.  Thoreau was not so
concerned with who or what God was, but found in Nature a path to a kind of salvation.  

A recent review of a spate of books about Thoreau made this point1:
The Puritan pilgrims had brought with them to the New World an infinite
expectation, only to succumb to disappointment after setting foot on a continent
they saw as wild and harsh, not at all the Eden they had hoped for. Thoreau went
to Walden to discover for himself whether America—“this new yet
unapproachable America,” as Emerson called it—amounted to a false promise, or
whether it did indeed contain a paradise that was not only approachable but
touchable.

What he found is that “we occupy the heaven of the gods without knowing it.”
Paradise exists all around us, in America’s “wildness,” the natural environment of
the continent. In the contact between his own body and America’s forests,
meadows, lakes, rivers, mountains, and animals, Thoreau discovered what he

1Robert Pogue Harrison, “The True American” New York Review of Books August 17,
2017.
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called “hard matter in its home.” 
I have noted before how much this idea of lost paradise still shadows us.  It is part of the

cultural landscape of all of us; the song I sang today is a good example.  And I think that good
Universlists as well as good Darwinians should get over the simplistic notion that there was some
prior Golden Age from which we have degraded.

Thoreau and Emerson were of course central figures in the movement known as
Transcendentalism.  The fundamental ethical value of nature to the Transcendentalists was the
command to live in harmony with it.   Thoreau’s attempt to do this starting on Independence day
1845 at Walden was not the first time someone had tried to put this Transcendentalist ethic into
practice.  In 1842, Bronson Alcott and his family, including Louisa May, had started the utopian
community at Fruitlands, ten miles west of Concord, with some other people.  They were going
to try to live in complete harmony with the earth. They would not wear any clothing made from
animals, and would not eat meat or even eggs.  They would not exploit animals for farm labor,
which meant that all the hoeing and plowing had to be done by human power.  They did not last
the first winter. 

Thoreau, for his part, managed to make a better go of it in solitude at Walden, but he was
certainly not far from a support system.  He could walk into town and have dinner with the
Emersons or his own family whenever he wanted.  The railroad came within a quarter-mile of his
cabin, and the woods were populated with Irish and African-American labor devoted to
maintaining it.

To say this is not to accuse Thoreau of hypocrisy in his advocacy of self-sufficiency or
self-reliance.  It is to say that the essence of transcendentalism is idealism, and idealism always
has a complex relationship with reality.  Real nature operates out of its own laws, and many of
those laws may be discovered by close observation. Thoreau was such a close observer. 

A key concept for Thoreau was wildness. He said 
“The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild, and what I have
been preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every
tree sends its fibers forth in search of the Wild. The cities import it at any price.
Men plow and sail for it. From the forest and wilderness come the tonics and
barks which brace mankind.”
In Wildness is the preservation of the world.  This is a noble sentiment; it is why we have

national parks and why we care about what climate change is doing to the Arctic and Antarctic.
Wilderness has not always been a good thing in the minds of humans.  In the Bible, for

example, wilderness is usually bad, the land that is too poor for agriculture or grazing, has no
roads, plenty of dangerous beasts and pirates and thieves.

It may surprise some of you as it did me to learn that we have a word in the English
language for someone who spends too much time in the wilderness: it is “bewildered.” 

Wildness for Thoreau was primarily a location in the mind.  It is like the frontier has been
in the American imagination. We tolerate the slings and arrows of life in society by dreaming of
an escape hatch. If things get too bad for us, if the mortgage can’t be paid or the spouse nags or
the kids are screaming, we can always split for the coast, take the geographical cure, get in the
car and just start driving west.  There has to be unexplored territory somewhere.

Thoreau says, get bewildered.  Break free from convention, don’t live a life of quiet
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desperation like most people or, when it comes time to die, discover that you have not lived.
I might go out on a limb and say that Nature was not generally considered a good thing

until the Industrial Revolution was under way.  Jean-Jacques Rousseau extolled the values of the
walk in the countryside and came up with the idea of noble savages, untouched by the
corruptions of civilzations.  The Romantic poets in England sang the virtues of the countryside. 
The Transcendentalists fit right into this stream.

But in the title of these reflections, I ask the question whether there is any nature left. 
Surely there is no longer a frontier, though John F. Kennedy tried to argue in the 1960s that space
was the new frontier. There are remote regions, inhospitable to human life, where few inhabit. 
But these are known to science, and video and audio are readily accessible to all of us through
the internet.

The darker aspect of the question is whether there will be anything left of nature as we
now know it as the climate changes.  Last week I put an arresting image on the front of the Order
of Service: the Tower Bridge in London, surrounded by water.  We have climate change because
we are in such a hurry to get places.  Thoreau lived thirty miles from Fitchburg by train, and he
figured out that if he walked it it would take him a day, and the price of a ticket would cost him
what he could make in a day in ordinary labor.  So he walked.  

Our conception of time is governed by the vehicles that get us places, burning fuels that
are what remains of animals and plants which inhabited the earth millions of years ago.  We are
not likely to go back to walking most places, though Thoreau would certainly argue that we’d
have a richer life if we did. 

Listen, the changes in our world from Thoreau’s time until now have come gradually, and
generally we didn’t know the impacts on nature of a new technology until we were already using
it; in many cases, until it had become basic to our way of life.  We never took a vote on most of
them.

The story is not all dismal, however.  Sometimes we have risen to the challenges.  Rachel
Carson woke us up with her book Silent Spring, and we banned those pesticides.  We discovered
a hole inthe ozone layer caused by refrigerant chemicals, and we banned those chemicals and the
hole disappeared.  The greenhouse effect will not be so cut and dried, but there are things we can
do, and we’re doing some of them.

In the end, Thoreau wants us to maintain hope.  In the passage from his introduction to
Walden which I read earlier, Bill McKibben talks about Thoreau’s place in our understanding of
nature, his contribution to the stream of our understanding.  McKibben concludes this way:

Now, quite suddenly, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, a whole new
tributary of thought swells that counter-cultural river. The saints in their robes and
the nature lovers in their Gore-Tex jackets are suddenly joined by men and
women in their lab coats, clutching computer printouts. The students of the largest
environmental changes taking place around us come with a message eerily similar
to those we’ve heard before.  When the International Panel on Climate Change
reported recently that humans were likely to raise the earths temperature 3.5° this
century, that they had begun to alter the most basic forces of the planet’s surface,
the implication of their graph s and charts and data sets was, Simplify Simplify.
Not because it’s good for your relationship with God, but because if you don’t, the
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temperature of the planet will be higher by 2100 that it’s been for hundreds of
millions of years which means crop- withering heat waves, daunting hurricanes,
rising seas, dying forests. They were calling for community, not because it’s for
good for this soul but because without it there’s little chance we will become
efficient enough in our use of energy of materials. The math is hard to argue with;
business as usual and growth as usual spending spill out into the world as usual;
this is the one overwhelming fact of our lifetimes.

But if --  to paddle a little further along this metaphor  – this new Concord and
Merrimack really is swelling with runoff from every direction, we must take care
of that is not polluted by fear. Though we need to understand and feel the depth of
our dilemma, it will only make it harder for us to simplify, to retreat from our
fortresses of wealth, to back off.  Thoreau understood this; his overpowering
confidence, in himself and in the world,  rings through every page of Walden. One
day, feeling an uncustomary melancholy, he sat in his house during a rain. “I was
suddenly sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in nature, in the very
pattering of the drops, and in every sound and sight around my house, an infinite
and unaccountable friendliness all at once like an atmosphere sustaining me."
That’s the secret that Thoreau has to offer, that promise that the world is sweet. 
That’s the rain which must feed this new river. “I learned this, at least, by my
experiment; that if one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams and
endeavors to live the life he has imagined, he will meet with a success unimagined
in common hours.” We must trust that he is right – for ourselves and, though he
couldn’t have guessed it, for the planet.   

Finally, I’d like to clsoe the reflections with a poem which was basically written
by Thoreau in the pages of Waklden, but then updated and adapted by a freind of mine and
Jacqueline’s named Dillon Bustin, as part of a Thoreau musical he wrote:

Walden Pond is the Earth’s eye                               
And its iris the color of water on sand,
The eyelashes, the trees it is fringed by,
And the brows, the hills that around it stand.

Who could look into that face
And measure the depths of their nature there?
What could ever change that place
That breathes the clouds into the air?

I could not come nearer to God and Heaven
Than I already live to Walden even.
For it seems I am the stony shore,
And the breeze that passes o’er;

\ In the hollow of my hand            
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Are its water and its sand
And remember that its deepest resort
Lies high, high in my thought.

Amen.

Reading for Thoreau at 200: Bill McKibben’s introduction to the 2017 edition of Walden:

In the hundred and sixty years since Walden, Thoreau has become ever more celebrated
in theory, and ever more ignored in practice.  “Men think that it is essential that the Nation have
commerce, and export ice, and talk through a telegraph and ride thirty miles an hour,” he writes.
How sleepy that protest sounds to an age that thinks we must travel supersonically, communicate
instantaneously, trade globally. Each week in our world, as many as two billion people – twice as
many people as lived on the planet in Thoreau’s time –can watch the TV program Big Brother.
Literally, consumption has become national policy – in the days after 9/11, the president’s main
(and obscure) advice was that all good patriots should get out there and shop.

And yet the battle could still swing; we live at a pivot in history when, quite suddenly,
ideas like Thoreau’s might … flourish.  To understand why, remember something I said earlier. 
He is the American incarnation in a line of crackpots and gurus from Buddha on.  Jesus, St.
Francis, Gandhi, and the holy men and women from every branch of the ethical religious
tradition share an outlook: Simplicity is good for the soul, for the right relation with God.  In the
Christian formulation: do not lay up treasure here on earth; you cannot serve both God and
money; give away all that you have and follow me.  Except, occasionally, for clerics and monks
and saints, these are not injunctions we have tried very hard to put into practice.  We’ve adopted
the competing world-view, the one that worships an ever-growing Economy. But such spiritual
notions have not disappeared, either; they’ve flowed like a small but steady river through world
history, never completely drying up.  

Thoreau helped add a new tributary to that stream. His nature writing is raw, wiild, and
haunting. He comes to the marsh at night to hear that you hooting owls: “all day the sun has
shone on the surface of some savage swap, with a single spruce spans hung with usnea lichens
and small hawks circulate above and the chickadee lisps amid the evergreens and the partridge
and the rabbit skulk beneath; but now a more dismal and fitting day dawns, and a different race
of creatures awakes to express the meaning of Nature there.”  ….  He presaged the twentieth-
century, American-bred boom in his affection for nature. When he wrote, most of the civilized
world still regarded the forest and the mountain with distaste; but in his wake came Whitman,
Burroughs, Muir, and a thousand other writers, and right behind them came a million people
toting backpacks. If the lake shore cottage colony and the back country subdivision can be
numbered among his legacies, so can the national parks and wildernesses.
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