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SUSTAINABLE CULTURES

Preserving Creation – Empowering the Poor!

INTRODUCTION

Waka looked down through a hole in the clouds and saw that there was nothing on the earth and that it was a long ways down.  Down the hole he threw stones; he threw ice; he threw snow; he threw so much that soon a mountain was formed.  He called the mountain Wyeka.  Waka climbed down the mountain and looked around.  He still saw nothing but dirt and vast open spaces.  He thought that there should be trees so he created giant white fir trees; he created magnificent oaks, lush maples and beautiful dogwoods; he created manzanita and huckleberry bushes; he created bushes and grasses of all kinds.  He thought, “there should be light and warmth and water for these plants to grow.”  So Waka created the sun and made streams run from Wyeka and the other mountains he had created. …

This is how the Shastan story of creation begins.  How does it reflect the spirituality of the Shastans?  How does it relate to the region in which they lived (and still live)?  How does it compare to other creation stories around the world?  How do those stories reflect the spirituality and the environments of the people who told them?  How does it reflect their culture?  What can we learn from their creation stories?

These are among the questions we must ask when we go into different parts of the world whether to provide economic benefits or to educate, to work or to play, to plant forests or to build a water treatment plant.  

We are the visitors.  I guess it is rather like when I had been scuba diving off the coast of Saipan: a rather large shark loomed in the background and I had this very clear feeling: “This is your world, I am just a visitor here even if I had been invited!”   I was overwhelmed with the feeling: It’s your world!
SOME DEFINITIONS

Before I continue, I really need to offer a definition or two that I believe are critical to our discussions this week … as we explore together, using the term indicated in the Program Information,  “holistic sustainable development”.    Let’s explore the definitions.

Environment … several years ago a student in a class I was teaching asked me, “Dr. Roberts, how do YOU define environment?”  My answer: “I really don’t care what shopping list you use to define the environment, just include everything: the natural (biotic and abiotic), the social, the cultural, and the works of man.”

Holistic … I am reminded of a family nurse practitioner’s comment to me when she said her practice was the whole person, “you know, the body, the mind and the soul.”  To me that is a perfect definition of holistic.

But, let’s look further at the words in “holistic sustainable development”.

Sustainable … now that is an interesting word!  What does Webster provide for us as a clue to the meaning of the word?


“1. 
capable of being sustained.”

“2.
Designating, of, or characterized by a practice that sustains a given condition, as economic growth or a human population, without destroying or depleting natural resources, polluting the environment, etc.”

Sustain … to understand this definition of sustainable, we need to look at the word “Sustain”, again, turning to Webster, we find:


“1.
to keep in existence; keep up; maintain or prolong …”

Now, let’s take a look at the definitions of “development”.


“1.
developing or being developed.”


“2.
a step or stage in growth, advancement, etc.”

I guess we need to look at the word “develop” to round out our list:


“1.
To build up or expand …”

Now there is a problem!

In my opinion, in many professionals’ opinions – including the “Sustainability Group” of the National Association of Environmental Professionals (NAEP) – the words that make up the idea “Sustainable Development” are an oxymoron.  At some point one cannot keep on growing an economy, a development, without using up the resource base – without “destroying or depleting (the) natural resources”!  

Yes, it is a phrase that is used often, in my opinion, too often.  But what can, and should (!) be sustained if we are to work with people as they strive to enrich their lives?  

Ah yes, another word: enrich.  Keep it in mind, we will come back to it!

Every people, yes EVERY people, have a culture.  It is imbedded in their language, their myths, their spirituality.  Look around the room.  Yes, there are many different people here and we, as a group, are working with many different people around the world.  What is common to all?  Every people have a culture!  In the broadest sense that is what makes them what they are.  For the Shastan people their culture, their environment, is reflected in their creation story.  I suggest that each of us, whenever we go, wherever we go, take the time to learn the creation stories of the people with whom we go.  

Yes, we need to work to “preserve creation”, but that is not the entire story.  The other part of the equation, of our conference, our charter for this week and, as I am sure most if not all of us believe, the other part of our efforts world wide, is “empowering the poor.”

But just what is “poor”?

YOSEMITE AND BEING POOR
This past few weeks my wife and I had a wonderful opportunity to spend five near-perfect days in the beautiful valley of Yosemite.  Let me show you some slides from our visit … just let your minds eye reflect on these images … watch and listen carefully!

· The cascading water of Yosemite Falls …

· The clear water of the Merced River … why you can almost see the rainbow trout!

· The magnificent oak trees … the acorns are not quite ripe yet, but they will be soon.

· The stately pines … you can see the birds starting to gather the pine nuts.

· The growl of a bear as she rummages around your campsite … 

· The chatter of the ground squirrels …

· The grandeur of the granite cliffs that shelter the valley from the elements …

Yes, there are many things of beauty … many resources … in Yosemite Valley.

But every time we go there I am moved to remember the people who were there first.  They were not the hunters.  They were not the military men on horseback.  They were not the fathers of the environmental movement.  No.  They were the Awanechee, the Yosemite Miwok.  Listen to just a bit from their creation story.

A long time ago the earth was covered by water and inhabited only by mammal and bird people.  Ah-ha-le, the Coyote, told Frog that he had decided to create people and food for them to eat.

Frog said, “this is all very well, to create all kinds of things, but what good will that do while there is nothing but water here?  How can your people live without land?”

Coyote made a plan.  He looked for the best diver of all the animals.  First he said to Hi-lkuhnai, the small, blue duck, “Dive and see if you can not find some dirt.”  Duck dived but he could not find dirt.  Two other kinds of ducks tried, too, and so did Watersnake.  None of them could find the dirt for Coyote.  Finally, Frog tried.  He dived, and when he returned he held two handfuls of sand high above his head.  As Frog surfaced, Coyote called, “Take care, do not drop that.”  Coyote then scattered sand all around and thus made land upon which his people could live.

The Yosemite Miwok lived in an area of great abundance!  Their lives were rich.  Their culture was built around their environment.  What might we learn of the definition of “enriched” from their story?  But before we do, let’s look back at one of the goals of this conference:

Developing a comprehensive plan to meet the needs of the poor on a global scale.

For several days around the campfire, while playing horseshoes, enjoying the beauty of the falls, and just playing with our grandchildren, I asked our fellow campers, “What does ‘Poor’ mean?”  Their answers can be said best in the couplets, which come to mind:


Poor financially … 

but rich in spirit!


Poor in health … 

but rich in hope!


Poor in resources …

but rich in ingenuity!


Poor in education …

but rich in experience!


Poor in leadership …

but rich in tradition!


Poor in opportunities …
but rich in culture!

The early Europeans who came to Yosemite often wrote that the Indians were in poverty.  Hummn … I just wonder.  Seems to me that they were rich … for their culture!  Could it be that the people who thought they were in poverty just didn’t understand their culture?  Could be!

NOT INSTEAD OF BUT ALSO

Shall we travel now to the south Pacific?  Come with me to the Chatham Islands, to a land populated by the Maori.  Listen to part of the Creation Story of the Rekohu people:

At the creation, the Earth goddess, Papa, and her husband Rangi, the sky god, were so much in love that they hugged each other and would not let go.  This meant that the earth and the sky were always joined solidly together, and no light could come into the world.  Papa gave birth to several children, but they were stuck between their parents and could not escape.  Finally the children decided that they had to get out. One of them, Tane, suggested that they force their parents apart.  All of the children agreed it was a good idea.  One by one they tried, without success, to push their parents apart.  Finally Tane had a try.  He folded himself up very small and slipped between his parents.  With his feet against Rangi and his shoulders against Papa, he pushed.  He pushed for hours, he pushed for days, he pushed for weeks, he pushed for years and years.  And very, very slowly Tane managed to uncurl his body, straighten himself, and finally push his parents apart.  Light came into the world …

This is part of the story as told since 2000 BCE (!) … in an area where the new is rapidly encroaching on the old … where new developments are coming to “enrich” their lives.

Let me tell you a story about another island in the Pacific … about another people who have very special ideas and a very special culture.

A number of years ago the Pele Defense Fund ran an advertisement in the San Francisco Chronicle.  It was a full-page ad asking for donations to help in their fight against unrestrained development of the geothermal resources of the Big Island of Hawaii.  As the ad said, to the native Hawaiians the pipes drilled into the island for geothermal development was like a rape of their goddess Pele.  

Sitting at our kitchen table one day, remembering the month that I had spent working on airflow studies around the islands,  I read the ad.  I went to the phone and called the number in Hilo, Hawaii and said: “I can’t send money, but I will send myself for a month to help you with environmental impact questions if you will provide me a place to sleep and some food to eat”.

Frankly they were a bit surprised.  Maybe more than a “bit”.  But two days later I received a call saying: “Yes, come, we’ll provide you a place to sleep and food to eat.” 

It was a wonderful way to get to visit Hawaii again.  I stayed with several native Hawaiian families, ate both native foods and western foods, and saw the island from their point of view.  From snorkeling with a green sea turtle as my guide to being visited by a small hawk, another of the animals considered by the Native Hawaiians as a god, to having the good fortune to watch the lava flow into the sea from the active volcano Kilahuea Iki – and having the even greater good fortune of having moved away from my viewing spot just before an area about the size of a soccer pitch on which I had been sitting, fell into the sea.   My friends said, “Pele must have loved you”.

But that is not the story I want to tell.

One of the people with whom I worked was Palekapu Deadman, one of the leaders of the native Hawaiians on the Big Island.  Palekapu asked me if I would like to see some of their cultural treasures.  We visited places that I cannot describe … I could but promised him I would not give details.  Suffice it to say, I saw burial grounds, special food value areas, and a forest of green with birds of every hue.  It was magnificent.  

While we were traveling together, Palekapu did not say too many words.  One thing that I do remember was his saying that he hoped that his son, then not yet a teenager, would be able to have some of the things that he, Palekapu, loved.  But he also was happy that his son would have the chance to enjoy the many “new” things that have come to the islands.

At the end of three days together, we stopped for lunch.  As usual, I used the time to take out my “daybook” and make notes of our travels.  Most of all, I make notes of my feelings about what I am seeing or experiencing.  In this case, I asked Palekapu if I could tell him what I wrote about what I understood as his dream.  He asked me to tell him. I did.  What I had written was: 

“Not instead of but also”.

Could this possibly be one of the rules we should follow when we work in different cultures?  Could it be?  Could be!

ONE MORE PLACE TO VISIT

I have one more place I would like to take us to this morning.  Listen to part of the creation story from southern Africa, a story that dates from unknown history (!):

Long ago there was a valley where reeds of many colors grew in abundance.  When Sky God looked down, he fell in love with this valley.  He decided to marry this land and call it Uhlanga.  When the wedding celebration came to an end, Sky God broke off many of the reeds.  “These will be my people,” he told the gods, “and I will look after them always.” …Sky God began to think about how to make the world as lovely as possible, and to do this he named two gods Sun and Moon.  Now light always shone on his people and their valley.

The story does not quite end here.  It goes on, like the one from the Chatham Islands, to include both men and women as equally important creations from the reeds!   (I hope you noted that in the previous story, the Earth Goddess, Papa, and her husband, Rangi, the Sky God, were together!)  

Before coming to the conference I had the opportunity to review the “Speaker Profiles” of many of our fellow speakers.  They are outstanding (!): outstanding people and outstanding statements.  Two, however really fascinated me, not so much for what they said individually, but for the interesting “statement” that they made by being on the same page.  One wrote about our coming together to discuss the “environment from a Christian perspective.”  The other commented on the need for “girl child education.”

As you probably have guessed by now, I am more of an environmental scientist than I am a minister, but I really am both.  It is the latter role that has given me an opportunity to review what we have done worldwide to women in the name of religion.  Christianity has been a MALE-BASED, male-dominated religion.  For nearly 2000 years we have directly – and I think horribly – debased women.  Would we really need “girl child education” if we truly understood the feminine … if we – and, unfortunately many other religions -  had not had the history we have?

While we were traveling to this conference, we had the opportunity to spend two full afternoons at the Field Museum in Chicago.  What a treat!  Sylvia had to look at “Sue” the T-Rex … so did I …  but I spent most of my time in the Native American museum.  The lessons it offers from our native brothers and sisters are outstanding.  While there, I was reminded of an article by a Stanford University professor some years ago who wrote about Jefferson’s having used the Constitution of the Iroquois to craft a large part of our Constitution.  But you know, he left something out that was posted on the wall at the Field Museum.  Quoting from the Constitution of the Five Nations (the Iroquois) it reads:

The lineal descent of the people of the Five Nations shall run in the female line.  Women shall be considered the progenitors of the Nation.  They shall own the land and the soil.  Men and women shall follow the status of the mother.

Recently there has been an excitingly, increasing effort to bring about changes that will give balance to the masculine characteristics: law, order, judgement and power with the feminine characteristics of: gentleness, beauty, intuition, and inspiration … 

We need to balance the powers of the masculine and the feminine!

It will be a challenge in many parts of the world … it is still a challenge in this part!

CONCLUSION

Finally, what do I see as the key possibilities for this conference?  What do I hope you will take from these past minutes that might make a difference as we continue our exploration of microenterprise and the environment?   As I suspect you are well aware, I believe that there is much to be learned that can be applied to microenterprise and the environment from our Native American brothers and sisters.

Let me offer a prayer written by a Mohawk as an illustration
:

Thank you, Creator of the Universe, 

for the people gathered around us today.

We give thanks for the things of the earth 

that give us the means of life.

Thank you for the plants, animals, and birds 

that we use as food and medicine.

Thank you for the natural world, 

in which we find the means to be clothed and housed.

Thank you, Lord, for the ability 

to use these gifts of the natural world.

Help us to see our place among these gifts, 

not to squander them 

or think of them as a means for selfish gain.

May we respect the life of all you have made.  

May our spirits be strengthened by using 

only what we need, and may we use our strength to 

help those who need us.

In closing, let me repeat my concerns and my suggestions:

(1) It is their world!

Remember that we are the visitors whether we have been asked to come or not.

(2) Judge richness using appropriate yardsticks.

The people with whom we are working and will work may not be rich financially but they may have other riches that need to be preserved and sustained!

(3) Not instead of but also.  

Work to retain the culture while still giving new ideas and new capacities, together with new opportunities.

(4) Balance the masculine and the feminine. 

Be leaders in bringing about changes that will enhance the values of AND for a culture by enhancing the values and opportunities of all people, male and female … and remember the words of St. Clement of Alexandria: 

… men and women share equally in perfection, and are to receive the same instruction and the same discipline.  For the name “humanity” is common to both men and women; and for us “in Christ there is neither male nor female.” 
The Key to all our efforts?  

It is my belief that our challenge, our job, our responsibility, is to look at every opportunity for microenterprise development with a careful eye to the environment of all of the people – the places, the resources, AND the culture – to see the whole.  To see the whole through THEIR eyes while we are opening theirs to new opportunities.  By so doing we can enable real, genuine 

holistic sustainable development.

� From “How Ah-ha-le Created People”, Legends of the Yosemite Miwok, compiled by Frank La Pena, Craig D. Bates, and Steven P. Medley, Yosemite Association, Yosemite National Park, California, 1993.


� *By: Sue Ellen Herne, Mohawk, 20th Cent. Alt..  Page 558,  The United Methodist Book of Worship.
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