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“In this fresh Zen take on green values, Christopher Ives offers a way of living that is spacious, embedded in nature, embodied in presence, and rich in community. He draws on Buddhist approaches to support climate activism by cultivating what he calls ‘the green mental states’ of patience, generosity, non-harming, and compassion. Ives’s writing is clear, accessible, and personal, enriched by his many years of study and travel in Japan. Here you will find a treasure trove of resources to support a liberating practice of the Way through climate action.”


—STEPHANIE KAZA


author of Green Buddhism: Practice and Compassionate Action in Uncertain Times


“Chan master Yunmen said that the fruit of our practice is ‘responding appropriately.’ But how do we respond appropriately to something as intimidating as the ecological crisis? How can enhanced awareness and lifestyle changes lead to creative engagement with systemic issues? For Chris Ives, the Buddhist path is fundamentally ecological, and Zen Ecology offers the ideas, values, and practices that we need to address the greatest challenge that humanity has ever faced.”


—DAVID LOY


author of Ecodharma: Buddhist Teachings for the Ecological Crisis


“Drinking from the wells of the Zen Buddhist tradition, Chris Ives brings forth its rich treasures and offers practical guidelines to the reader for a more satisfying and meaningful way of life, while also suggesting ways we can take action together in addressing the deteriorating situation of our contemporary global society facing climate crisis.”


—RUBEN L. F. HABITO


guiding teacher, Maria Kannon Zen Center, and author of Healing Breath: Zen for Christians and Buddhists in a Wounded World
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Introduction





WHAT A TIME to be alive. Violence and war continue to wreak immense harm. Changing social conditions are making many of us feel vulnerable, left behind, or disrespected. Here in the United States, social divides are widening, white nationalism is on the rise, bizarre conspiracy theories are getting accepted by wider swaths of the population, and the terrorism threat is now more domestic than foreign. Many of us hurry through our days, feeling scattered as we multitask. We may see our lives as cluttered, with too many things on our calendars and too much going on in our heads. Some of us are lost in the hyper-individualistic world of consuming and self-branding. Even when linked through social media, we may feel disconnected from other people. Hanging over these issues are grave environmental problems, with climate disruption even threatening to destroy civilization as we know it. 


In the face of all of this, many of us wish we could simplify our lives and find greater calm and contentment. We may yearn to be more connected with nature and the people around us. Some of us may even wish we were living more ecologically and doing more to mitigate climate disruption. Typically, though, we keep on doing what’s familiar and find succor in food, television, films, shopping, sports, family life, and social media, without a clear sense of an alternative way of living that can reduce our negative environmental impact and help us get more engaged in solving problems like the climate crisis.


Recently, I’ve been trying to envision and practice a way of living that can help me slow down, stay grounded, and deal with all that is flying at me, and at the same time help me reduce my ecological impact and get more engaged in responding to the climate crisis. What I’ve come up with thus far is not something systematic, and certainly not a sure fix, but simply a way of living that is spacious, simple, embedded in nature, connected to others in community, and supportive of collective action. Though we may think that living ecologically and engaging in activism sacrifices our own enjoyment and happiness on the altar of doing the right thing, what I’m envisioning is a way of living that can actually be more fulfilling than typical ways of living. Rather than deprivation, it can bring us richness.


Though I’m still figuring this out and don’t always do what I intend, I know that I don’t want to become numb to what’s been happening, and neither do I want to dwell in the distraction afforded by apps, videos, and the busy-ness I see all around me. I don’t know if there is any truth to the metaphor about frogs failing to jump out of a slowly heating pot of water, but I don’t want to ignore what’s happening around me. If possible, I’d like to stay awake and help turn the burner off. To use another metaphor, I don’t want to sleepwalk into a dystopian future. 


Having spent much of my life studying and practicing Zen Buddhism while working as a professor of Religious Studies, I’ve been blessed with an array of resources from which to draw as I envision this alternative way of living. In workshops, lectures, and writings, Buddhist teachers have been sharing their tradition’s resources to help people deal with climate anxiety and understand the cause of the climate crisis, and what they are offering has huge value at this time. While I have benefited greatly from their teachings, I’ve also found myself wanting to hear more about what I can actually do—what specific actions I can take to mitigate the crisis, and how those actions can be informed by Buddhism and perhaps even support us on our spiritual paths. 


One reason I’ve created this book is to fill that void, at least partially. In the process of writing here about Buddhist resources for an alternative way of living, I’ve felt resistance within myself to suggesting specific actions and to using my own efforts as an example. I haven’t wanted to run the risk of being overly prescriptive or coming across as virtue-signaling. But I do think that many of us are looking for some direction as we feel the impetus to do something—anything—in response to the climate crisis, and so I’ve assumed that risk in the hope that you can find at least some of what I share here to be beneficial to you, and in the hope that you may give me feedback as I try—and in many moments struggle—to live in a green and engaged way. 


Much of what I am formulating here is a set of Buddhist ideas, practices, and values that can inform our attempts to live ecologically.1 In sharing my attempts to put these resources into action, I move outward in a series of concentric circles, starting with myself and core relationships, then proceeding to the home, nature around us, local community, and broader arenas of activism. At the individual level, to deal with distraction, clutter, and ecological harm—or, to put it positively, to help us pay attention, simplify our lives, and free up time and energy to take action—I’ve been working with spaciousness in relation to mental, verbal, and physical action. I also deploy such Buddhist mental states as mindfulness, generosity, and contentment to envision a type of environmental virtue ethic. In the next concentric circle, as a support structure for spaciousness and the cultivation of these mental states, I offer some ideas about the home as a “place of the Way” (dōjo), with Zen monastic life as a model for this. Then I turn to how we can realize our embeddedness in nature and emplace ourselves in community with others, including other animals. Next, I offer some comments about how on this basis we can engage in activism to create a world that is more supportive of ecological health and spiritual fulfillment.


As you will see, much of what I explore here pertains more to people of privilege who bear more responsibility for the climate crisis than people who are struggling and may be disproportionately affected by the crisis. I’m pitching my comments to those who can—and need to—green their lifestyles and who have the time and resources not only to practice contemplative traditions but to get involved in activism to mitigate the crisis. That is to say, I’m assuming that many of my readers will be people with privilege deriving from their occupation, wealth, race, or gender, and hence are also people who can use that privilege to make a difference.


My explorations here build upon two of my previous books, Zen on the Trail: Hiking as Pilgrimage and Meditations on the Trail: A Guidebook for Self-Discovery. In those books I describe ways of connecting with nature or, more accurately, of realizing our embeddedness in nature as nature.2 For many of us, this realization is a first step toward becoming more aware of what’s happening to the beautiful planet we call home.


But this enhanced awareness is not sufficient. We must also figure out alternative ways of leading our daily lives. And not only that, but creative ways of responding to systemic issues. Simply put, this historical moment calls for lifestyle change at the individual level and structural change at the societal level. We need this dual focus, for to call only for a reduction of our personal carbon footprints is to lay responsibility for causing and solving the problem at the feet of individuals and thereby let our economic system and powerful players like the fossil fuel industry off the hook.3 Advocacy of lifestyle change may also overlook the fact that many of us cannot afford to buy an electric car or equip our homes with heat pumps, better insulation, and weathertight windows, if we even own a home. And many of us don’t have access to good public transportation or healthy, locally grown food with a minimal carbon impact. 


In sharing this largely Buddhist approach here, I’m not viewing Buddhism as a panacea. Nor do I see its traditional beliefs and practices as sufficient for greening our way of living and bringing about structural change. Indeed, those beliefs and practices were formulated to liberate us spiritually, not to show us how to live in a healthy way with the earth and our fellow beings. Nevertheless, with its emphasis on restraining desire and cultivating mindfulness, insight, compassion, non-harming, and simple living, the fundamental Buddhist path is ecological. Practicing it now, with some of the tweaks and additions I offer here, provides a win-win scenario: this path, this way of living, bears both ecological and spiritual fruit. 


I imagine that you, too, have thought about how to live in these times and have devised strategies of your own, and I offer this book to share what I’ve come up with thus far and to initiate a dialogue with you. Though the challenges we face are daunting, it is still possible for us to make changes, transform our world, and live fulfilling lives.
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Identifying the Core Problems












1. Entanglement in Materialism





The habit of acquisitiveness is sustained by delusion:


psychological entrapment in the fantasy of lasting


happiness being achievable through the acquisition


of material goods, money, status, etc.


—STEPHEN BATCHELOR4


SO WHERE do we begin?


Many Buddhist thinkers start their analysis of our lifestyle and related environmental issues by criticizing consumerism and how it gets people entangled in wanting more and more things and causing more and more harm.5 This focus is not surprising, for a core Buddhist doctrine is the claim that suffering is caused by desire.


THE TRAP OF CONSUMERISM


When people speak of consumerism, they seem to be thinking of certain behaviors, such as buying stuff we don’t need; shopping as a form of recreation or a way to deal with feelings like boredom, sadness, and loneliness; crafting an identity around certain brands; purchasing trendy items to fit in with a group; and displaying certain consumer goods to convey a message about ourselves or our social status. Like every other -ism, consumerism also consists of a cluster of ideas, like the notion that the acquisition and possession of certain things will make us happy, or that a consumerist society offers the “good life.” Along these lines, Sallie McFague defines consumerism as “a cultural pattern that leads people to find meaning and fulfillment through the consumption of goods and services.”6 In my teaching I’ve defined consumerism as (1) the belief that buying and having certain things and experiences will make a person happy, and (2) actions based on that belief, including certain consumer behaviors and the ascription of high status to those who possess wealth or desired consumer goods and experiences. 


We see consumerism especially when people crave a recently invented thing or the newest model of an existing thing (like the newest iPhone), driven by the idea, “I’ve got to have it,” even though they don’t really need it. Of course, we get entangled in consumerism to differing degrees. Most of us don’t believe the ideology of full-blown consumerism—we have no illusions that more stuff, or just the right combination of possessions, will actually bring us lasting happiness. But nonetheless many of us do buy unneeded things, especially when their price has been marked down. For me, this is especially the case with outdoor gear. Email messages from EMS and catalogs from REI arrive, and my eyes scan the fleece jackets, Gore-Tex rain shells, and hiking pants on sale. My mind starts offering reasons to place an order: “That fleece jacket would be helpful late on an autumn hike when the sun’s going down, I’m still an hour from the car, and I need to put on a heavier layer over my polypro and light fleece quarter-zip”; or “My current winter shell isn’t warm enough, and though I can wear a down vest under it, the Gore-Tex doesn’t seem to be all that waterproof anymore. This shell in the catalog is marked down from $299 to $199, and I will use it for years. And unlike my current shell with its black and gray panels, this one is orange, which would be good to wear when hunters are out in the woods or if something goes wrong and I need to be spotted by searchers.”


With justifications like these running through our heads, we accumulate unnecessary things, so much so that we may feel burdened by them. I see this much more now than when I was a child. Middle-class and wealthier Americans own many more things than they did in the past: a TV in each person’s room, phones for all, gear clogging the garage. “Big box” stores and giant supermarkets tempt us with endless choices.7 Those lucky enough to head off to college these days carry more than the trunk of clothes and copy of Webster’s Dictionary that I schlepped into my dorm room fifty years ago: a smartphone, a laptop, an external monitor, and perhaps even a video game console are now de rigueur to many students. Not to mention all the clothes and accessories. Like many others, my students will often comment on how they want to cull some of their possessions. Nevertheless, I once saw an SUV with the bumper sticker, “He who dies with the most toys wins.” This strikes me as one of the more perverse manifestations of the consumerism and hyper-individualism that is rampant these days. 


Consumerism, of course, is not just about possessions. We also consume experiences, perhaps so we can respond in the affirmative when asked if we have seen a certain film, heard a popular musician perform live, tried bungee jumping, done hot yoga, or taken our kids to Disney World. I can get pulled into this when I hear friends talking about a new restaurant they’ve tried and feel a tug to check it out.


We’re also in the midst of a commercialization of recreation.8 When I was a kid, birthday parties were held at home and consisted simply of pizza or burgers followed by cake and a game of pin the tail on the donkey. Today, however, they have moved beyond the home to restaurants and other venues set up for parties. When traveling, we increasingly buy recreational experiences rather than experience things freely on our own. For instance, families with resources head to destinations like Disney World and Epcot Center where they can consume the experiences these resorts have for sale rather than create experiences while enjoying the simple and inexpensive pleasures of, for example, visiting friends in a nearby town or camping in state and national parks. Of course, opting for nature as our destination isn’t free from commercialization, either: when heading outside, many of us are now more apt to do activities with price tags, like zip lining, river rafting, and climbing with guides.9 


Then there’s the spread of advertising. Over my lifetime I’ve witnessed not only more billboards but also more product logos on athletes’ uniforms, sports arenas with corporate names, ads covering outfield fences, cross-marketing of films and fast food, and product placement in TV shows. A while back I was struck by how everyone in the White House on The West Wing just happened to like Starbucks and how often Nancy on Weeds swigged from cans of Diet Coke. States have even started offering opportunities for advertisers to buy the right to name or sponsor trails, benches, and trees.10


Living in a consumerist society, many of us slip into ascribing high status to those who possess what we desire, whether money or celebrity. We look up to business tycoons, and we even elected one president. We venerate movie actors, rock stars, and other idols in popular culture. In waiting rooms we read magazines about celebrities. We may spend our evenings watching shows about the lifestyles of the rich and famous. Ask an American teenager to name a famous rich person, popular singer, or sports superstar and names will flow. But when asked to name someone who has devoted their life to getting nutritious food to the hungry, setting up health clinics for those who cannot pay, or trying to keep our air and water clean, that adolescent will probably respond with silence. Of course, there’s a flip side to celebrity: though we may look up to the rich and famous in envy, we also relish seeing them fall from grace when some sin or scandal knocks them off the pedestals on which we have placed them.11


So why is it that so many of us have gotten caught up in consumerism and, by extension, its dramatic ecological impact? Why do we crave unneeded new possessions? Why, in the midst of material abundance, do so many of us feel dissatisfied and unfulfilled? Why, in a country as materially rich as the United States, do we see so much malaise, illness, and violence? 


One possible cause of our entanglement in consumerism is the dominant modern view of the human person: “The modern worldview,” according to William Ophuls, “says that man [sic] is fundamentally a selfish hedonist. Concerned only with the satisfaction of his own desires, he rationally pursues fame, profit, and position—which inevitably puts him in conflict with others. Since this is so, realism requires us to found our political and social institutions on the fact of human selfishness.”12 Or as Simon James has put it, “One could argue . . . that capitalism takes selfishness to be a fact of human nature rather than a problem to be solved; that it encourages excessive consumption, rather than regarding greed as a vice . . . .”13 Like all fully ensconced ideologies, this view is something into which we are born and, as we live our lives, something about which we are usually oblivious. To use a bit of contemporary theoretical jargon, it is an unexamined set of ideas that are “always already” operating in our cultural milieu and, by osmosis, in our minds.


CONSUMERISM AND THE THREE POISONS


The Buddhist tradition offers a cogent and sophisticated critique of this way of viewing the world. Indeed, many of the core Buddhist doctrines and practices are concerned with calling selfishness into question, analyzing its causes and characteristics, and providing a remedy.14 The tradition claims that life as it is normally lived is characterized by “suffering” (in Pali, dukkha), primarily in the form of dissatisfaction, “dis-ease,” unsettledness. This anguish is caused by selfish desire, which consists of craving things that we do not possess and clinging to things we do possess.15 The historical Buddha taught that desire causes suffering because even though the objects of desire—oneself, other people, certain objects and situations—may give us a sense of identity and security, they will inevitably change, and when they do, we will suffer to the extent we were attached to them. Needless to say, desire can also wreak havoc on the environment.16 As an antidote to desire, Buddhists cultivate generosity (dāna), primarily through acts of giving. 


Buddhists have also noticed that when we cling to certain things, we feel the negative counterpart of desire: ill will, anger, or hatred toward whatever threatens our relationship with those things. Insofar as I’m attached to my wife, Mishy, I may feel anger when another man flirts with her. Insofar as I’m attached to my lifestyle as supported by my investments, I may get upset when the Federal Reserve tinkers with interest rates and causes a big drop in the Dow. We also see ill will in angry denunciations of progressive Democrats as “communists” or “Antifa” and conservative Republicans as “deplorables” or “fascists.” We also see it in racially tinged arguments like “Look at what crafty China and overpopulated India are doing as they develop—they’re not going to restrain their emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse gases, so why should we?” It’s us versus them, with various “thems”: not only members of other political parties or nationalities but Jews, Muslims, “coastal elites,” “rednecks,” “illegals,” “homophobic fundamentalists,” “welfare queens”. . . . If left unacknowledged, or if inflamed, ill will can lead to othering and worse. For many people here in the US, it’s now okay to vent one’s anger, call people names, and scapegoat them. As we face the climate crisis, ill will and othering make it all the more difficult to find common ground and work together to solve this huge and complex problem. Traditional Buddhism condemns ill will17 and works to ameliorate it through the practice of extending loving-kindness (mettā) or cultivating and expressing compassion (in Sanskrit, karuṇā).18 


We can see desire and ill will as consisting of the basic binary of attraction and aversion, or like and dislike. We glom on to what we like and resist what we don’t. Desire and ill will are the reactivity that leaves us feeling unsettled and anxious. We struggle. We’re never satisfied or settled. We suffer.


In the background of desire and ill will is ignorance. The historical Buddha taught that we suffer because we’re ignorant of the fact that all objects of desire are impermanent, and more broadly, we’re ignorant of who or what we really are and what will truly fulfill us. For many of us, the most deeply rooted form of this is, as Sulak Sivaraksa terms it, the “delusion of the autonomous individual self.”19 What this renowned Thai Buddhist is getting at is the central Buddhist claim that insofar as everything is impermanent and interconnected, nothing has any enduring, separate essence. In human terms, there is no eternal, unchanging soul. A point of divergence between Buddhism and the other religious traditions of ancient India is the Buddhist doctrine of “no soul” (P. anātta, Skt. anātman). Buddhism understands each of us to be an ever-changing configuration of mental and physical elements that arises from the system of relationships in which we are embedded. Buddha argued that most of us are unaware of this, for we live with the mistaken sense of existing as a separate, enduring entity that only secondarily enters into relationships with other people and things. Typically I think, “I was born into the world in 1954, and ever since then I’ve been doing my thing here.” It’s as if I parachuted down into this world sixty-nine years ago and then started interacting with what I discovered here, whether my mother, my dad, the slats of my crib, my siblings, or the dog that licked me in the face. 


Buddhism responds by arguing that interrelationship comes first. From this perspective, back in 1954 the processive web of interconnected events that constitutes this world generated, as one of its facets, the ever-changing configuration of energy that emerged in Marilla Ives’s womb and nine months later was named “Christopher Avery Ives” by her and her husband, Bud. In this Buddhist way of looking at things, more than “I was born into the world in 1954, and ever since then I’ve been doing my thing here,” it is more accurate to say, “Since 1954 the world, as a processive system of interconnectedness, has been doing its thing in and through me.”20 As Thich Nhat Hanh put it, “We are a living, breathing manifestation of this beautiful and generous planet.”21 


The ignorance of this fact of interrelatedness and embeddedness feeds our self-centeredness, our desire and ill will22—the hedonism flagged by Ophuls. In Buddhism, this ignorance, desire, and ill will constitute the three poisons,23 the three mental states that cause our suffering. 


These Buddhist insights into the interrelationship of desire, ill will, and ignorance suggest that the rise of consumerism has been fueled to a large degree by an expansion and encouragement of these basic mental states—especially when they are fed by advertising. Recent Buddhist thinkers have, indeed, made this argument. For example, Stephen Batchelor writes, 


The impossibility of unlimited acquisitive growth in a world of finite resources is unlikely ever to be accepted by people still attached to the illusion that final happiness is found through compulsive acquisition—precisely the illusion fostered by the powerful worldwide advertising industry.24 


Stephanie Kaza emphasizes the role of advertising in amplifying these unhealthy mental states when she argues that “Advertising deliberately promotes a climate of self-centeredness revolving around material desires, setting up stereotypes that foster greed, status envy, hyper-stimulation, and at root, a sense of psychological dissatisfaction and inadequacy.”25 Needless to say, advertising does not magically appear in a vacuum. “During the 20th century, corporate public relations and advertising specialists mastered the arts of cultural manipulation to create an individualistic culture of greed and profligate material consumption that serves well the short-term interests of a financial oligarchy.”26 


The other day, while watching some advertisements for gas-powered cars and trucks on television, I was struck by the irony of how some of these carbon-spewing objects of desire were named after facets of nature, like Tundra, the namesake of which is now thawing at alarming rates and releasing scary amounts of carbon dioxide and methane; Sequoia, currently threatened by warming in California; and Tacoma, which derives from Tacopid, “She who gives us the waters,” an Indigenous name for Mount Rainier, whose glaciers are quickly receding. 


In part because of advertising, many of us who have our basic needs met get caught in the “if only” trap: “If only I had that car, a sexier partner, a bigger house . . . then I’d be happy.” I know I succumb to that. Last week, when the Carbon2Cobalt catalog arrived, I said to myself, “If only I had a casual gray linen jacket like this one on page seven, my wardrobe would be complete.” Though initially I didn’t pounce, in due course I pulled out my credit card. The jacket is now in a FedEx truck on its way to our condo.


As Buddhism points out and most of us well know, acquiring things like a new jacket doesn’t lead to lasting satisfaction. “Reflecting on what I learn observing my two children,” writes Zen teacher Ruben Habito, “it seems that acquiring a specific object of one’s desire brings but short-lived satisfaction. But more significantly, acquisition itself does not quench desire but only heightens desire for other objects not yet in one’s possession and thus leads to increased dissatisfaction.”27 Simply put, consumerism breeds desire and strengthens our overall covetousness. 


Entanglement in consumerism also stems, as I mentioned in passing earlier, from a desire to define and bolster the ego, to secure and display an identity, whether as a person of fine taste, a rugged outdoorsman, or an urban hipster. Sulak Sivaraksa writes, “Consumerism provides an artificial means to define our existence by suggesting that identity is realized through the process of acquisition.”28 Getting more specific, Stephanie Kaza critiques consumer identity, which is based on “brand-name preferences, material possessions, class status, social group, and market desires,” and contrasts it with ecological identity, which revolves around a “sense of place, ecological concerns, and environmental values (such as respect, compassion, and reverence for life).”29 Recently, I went to the local Toyota dealer to see if I could get a RAV4 that would not only be a hybrid with four-wheel drive but also give me good clearance whenever I drive up rutted and rocky dirt roads to trailheads. I found one, but my ego is a little unsettled about it. To get that clearance I had to buy the “sport edition,” which with its spiffy eighteen-inch wheels doesn’t fit my self-identity—a no-frills, eco-conscious guy—as much as would the other car I considered buying: a more modest Subaru Crosstrek.


Consumerism is also caused by concerns about our relative status vis-à-vis others. We may find ourselves caught up in the rat race of striving to acquire the wealth and consume the objects and experiences apparently required for membership in a particular social class or affinity group. This seems to derive from fear, especially the fear of being left out. In a recent discussion of consumerism and technology, my students spoke of their fears of being out of the loop if they don’t buy certain articles of clothing or stay on top of whatever’s buzzing on social media. The accompanying desire to keep up with others—or, to use an expression straight out of white suburbia, “keep up with the Joneses”—may lead us to succumb to the most recent fad, or to work and “shop till we drop.” In some cases, the goal of our consumption is not simply to keep up with the Joneses but to surpass them, not simply to fit in but to stand out and stand above others by having newer, better, or more stuff than they do. We can call this “competitive consumerism.”


Consumerism may also stem from a desire to deal with emotions like sadness, as seen in “retail therapy.” Most of us do feel happier and somehow more solid when we buy something. We can also find relief from our malaise in the buzz of “delivery delirium”: my expression for the vague excitement I feel when packages are on their way to me—I’ve found enjoyment in going online to track purchases through the FedEx website as they move in my direction—or when I find them at the front door when I get home from a long day at work.


ANXIETY AND FEAR


I think, however, that there’s something operating in us at a level deeper than these acquisitive behaviors. As far as I can tell, floating in all of us is anxiety about transiency, mortality, and possible insignificance. I’ve been feeling this as I approach seventy. Existential anxiety can lead us to buy unnecessary things—and more and more of them—in an attempt to find security in material possessions or to stand out and be recognized by others so we can grab our fifteen minutes of fame. David Loy examines this pattern through the lens of “lack.” Restating the Buddhist doctrine of no-soul, he outlines how, as a “self” that is conditioned and ungrounded, we are left with “a sense of lack: the feeling that ‘something is wrong with me.’”30 He adds, “Another way to describe this sense of lack is that we don’t feel ‘real enough.’”31 As a result, we attempt to fill this void by, among other things, acquiring more and more possessions (in a culture of consumerism) and gaining recognition if not fame (in a culture of celebrity). “The problem is ‘thirst’—not the emptiness at the core of our being but our incessant efforts to fill that hole up, because we experience it as a sense of lack that must be filled up. The problem is not that I am unreal but that I keep trying to make myself real in ways that never work.”32 


Because the void within us can never be filled, we are left feeling dissatisfied. As Ruben Habito writes, “Our activities in the world are motivated largely by the need to fill in this inherent lack we feel at the heart of our being. And yet, the more we seek to fill this lack by following our cravings to have more and more . . . the less we are truly satisfied. . . . In short, this desire to have more keeps us in a constant state of dissatisfaction.”33 This dissatisfaction is part of dukkha, suffering. 


Along these lines we can refine our understanding of dukkha by recognizing that the suffering of which Buddhists speak may be caused less by total ignorance of how everything is impermanent than by having an inkling of that impermanence, which leads to fear—fear of losing loved ones, of losing what we have, of losing our lives, or of being insignificant in the larger scheme of things. This fear, in turn, can lead us to deny our precariousness and to engage in self-centered attempts to solidify our position, to use our material stuff to build seemingly permanent, crenellated walls around ourselves (desire) and react negatively (ill will) to anything that threatens us or the objects of our attachment. 


In other words, rather than muddling through life in total obliviousness of death, we know that we will die, but we tend to repress our recognition of this brute fact and devote ourselves to working on the protective castle. We build walls around our egos and shoot arrows down from the ramparts at anything deemed threatening. We deal with the underlying fear by ignoring the impermanence that triggers it. We may seek distraction and try to stay busy, which is a mode of what we might call “ignor-ance”: the willful ignoring of things that we’d rather not think about. As Pascal wrote in Pensées, we would rather be a pauper who is busy than a king who has nothing to do. 


With all of this floating around in my mind, I’ve recently been thinking that we can develop the Buddhist analysis of the cause of suffering by expanding the poisons from three to four: the three traditional poisons plus fear. Or, perhaps more accurately, fear is the underlying root poison out of which the other three emerge.


Our existential fear gets exacerbated by demagogues who try to convince us that certain others are taking our jobs or threatening our safety. It seemed to me that after 9/11 the Bush Administration used fear—stirred by color-coded levels of safety and dire warnings—to enlist public support for their invasion of Iraq to secure the flow of oil coming out of the Middle East (which Alan Greenspan, former chair of the Federal Reserve, outed in his 2008 memoir: “I am saddened that it is politically inconvenient to acknowledge what everyone knows: the Iraq war is largely about oil”34). Some politicians get elected by stoking fear of Muslims and undocumented immigrants, or of “woke” agitators who are supposedly threatening traditional Christian values. This fear not only exacerbates desire and ill will (and a sense of grievance) but undermines the critical autonomy of citizens. David Domke writes, “. . . fear, more so than any other human emotion, is the enemy of democracy. Fear paralyzes people, engendering a sense of impotence in which any form of apparent strength gains appeal. Survival becomes the dominant concern.”35


In the past, many people dealt with existential fear by participating in a religion or a tight-knit community. For many of us, however, such traditional structures of connection and support have crumbled, and our eagerness to acquire things may be an empty compensation for that loss. Stephanie Kaza claims that “the drive to consume has displaced the psychic space once filled by religion, family, and community.”36 Similarly, Ken Jones reminds us that in the past people valued “skills and knowledge, integrity and wisdom, as well as a rich and varied popular culture,” but now we are left with “consumer culture in which this richness and diversity has been so diminished that the commodity market (which now packages experiences as well as things) comes to bear a disproportionate weight of the human need for meaning, significance, status, and belongingness.”37 Granted, if our family is abusive, or our religion oppressive, we may not want it to fill our psychic space; and in some cases, a withdrawal from community is necessitated by a need to work several jobs to pay the bills in an economy where solid middle-class career paths, or simply steady jobs paying a living wage, are disappearing. 


MATERIALISM AND ITS IMPACT


A good number of Americans might say they’re not dissatisfied, but having fun. We do enjoy satisfying—indulging?—our desires. Whenever gas prices dip, we flock to larger vehicles, relishing their bells and whistles but seemingly oblivious to the greenhouse gases spewed out their tailpipes. I sense that many of us think, “I’ve got the cash; I can afford the gas, so what’s the big deal? It’s a free country, and it was built on letting go of hesitation and going for it: cutting, plowing, building, eating.” Small might be beautiful, but big is cool. It connotes power, success, status. Yet I wonder . . . at what point did the American dream become the American nightmare, at least as far as the planet is concerned? 


Even if we have not bought in to the full-blown form of consumerism, many of us are caught up in a largely unexamined—perhaps subconscious—belief that certain possessions are necessary for our happiness. Many Americans are accustomed to having one or more cars in the driveway, personal computers and other gadgets, a large flat-screen television, air-conditioning in the summer, meat or seafood whenever desired, fruit and vegetables from around the world, and cheap airfares for frequent flights to “get away.” We may fear losing these treats, or feel deprived when we have to cut back. I find it hard to imagine not having a car outside to use at my convenience, or not being able to turn on some air conditioning in the increasingly hot summer months. 


In this way, we get attached to what we have. We cling to our lifestyle, whose environmental impact we often ignore. The issue then, may not be an active desire for more, but a fear of having less.38 In Buddhist terms, our large ecological footprint may have less to do with craving than with clinging. Put differently, the issue is not so much consumerism as materialism, at least in the sense of being attached to certain material objects or to a lifestyle based on certain material conditions. 


Of course, our consumption habits have impacts far beyond our own mental states—they also have an immense ecological impact. A while back in my course on Buddhism, nature, and environmental ethics, we took twenty minutes in class to visit one of the websites that takes information we input about our way of living and calculates how many planets would be needed if everyone on Earth lived like we do. As I recall, it came out to seven planets. Americans comprise about 4.7 percent of the world’s population but generate 25 percent of the greenhouse gases. 


Yet most of us don’t want to take a hard look at our resource usage and pollution. This is especially true when it comes to flying, compared to which our energy use around the home is a drop in the bucket. “Wait a second,” we might say, “flights are cheap. I have friends and family all over the place and I need to see them.” Or, “I have to get out of winter to a warm beach in January.” “I can’t miss that bachelor party.” “I can’t say no to their invitation to their destination wedding in Mexico.” “In my bucket list I have a thousand places to see before I die.” I have a hunch that I’m not alone in being morally inconsistent. Though I drive a hybrid, consume minimal meat, and try to eat as a locavore, I have not yet gotten strict about flying, compared to which my green practices are negligible. A flight from Boston to San Diego and back a few years ago gobbled up 65 percent of my annual carbon allotment—the amount of carbon each human on the planet can put in the atmosphere each year and still keep the levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere steady. A month later I was invited to give a lecture in LA, and I said yes before checking about the possibility of doing it on Zoom. Many “progressives” readily talk about how they’ve greened their homes, workplaces, and driving, but they still fly all over the place. The annual difference between a Prius and a Hummer gets obliterated if the Prius driver takes one more flight a year than the Hummer driver does. (Granted, not all flights are created equal. A flight to a funeral, or a medical relief flight to Haiti, is not morally equivalent to a trans-Atlantic junket to play a round of golf in Scotland.) Taking stock of this, I sense we have a social taboo here: not to give each other a hard time for jumping on planes. 


In any case, many of us Americans do, in fact, exhibit clinging insofar as we are attached to our lifestyle and are reluctant to simplify it to the extent necessary for a healthy biosphere. But regardless of the level of our attachment, insofar as we lead a highly consumptive, carbon-dense lifestyle—especially one that includes frequent flying, meat eating, and the use of fossil fuels for heating our homes—we each leave a large ecological footprint.


The material comfort to which we are attached comes at another price: pursuing jobs that pay well but are not rewarding, or simply having to work longer hours to sustain our cushy lifestyle. Many of us even get caught up in what I call “careerism.” Bo Lazoff writes, “Career seems to have become the hub around which everything else revolves. We choose career over our health. We choose career over our mates and children. We choose career over our time to study, pray, walk, hike, meditate, or participate in community life.”39 Some of my fellow academics claim that in recent decades students have increasingly seen their undergraduate education as a way to secure a high-paying job rather than as a way to grow as a human being, figure out what sort of life is fulfilling, or find a way to help heal the world. This pertains even to students without debt on their backs.




Careerism is one facet of the broader phenomenon of economism, defined by Protestant theologian John B. Cobb, Jr., as the assumption that “the national good is measured by economic growth,”40 because of which citizens come to believe that “our well-being is a function of total production or consumption.”41 Under economism, the broader culture gets subordinated to the economy, rather than economic activity existing within the broader culture alongside such other arenas as politics, artistic expression, religious life, and civic engagement. With the “subordinating [of] all other interests to the goal of economic growth,”42 the pursuit of an ever-growing GDP takes precedence over justice and sustainability.43 We can see this valorization of economic growth and a large GDP as a collective form of materialism.


Central here is the dominance of the growth paradigm—the belief that quantitative economic growth as measured by GDP over time is unequivocally good and sustainable—and a cluster of ideas related to it, which Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone lift up as seven core assumptions in the “Business-as-Usual” approach: 


•Economic growth is essential for prosperity.


•Nature is a resource to be used for human purposes.


•Promoting consumption is good for the economy.


•Life is unequal, and some lives matter more than others.


•The problems of other peoples, nations, and species are not our concern.


•There’s no point in worrying about the distant future, as we’ll be dead by then.


•What we do doesn’t make any difference; we can’t change the world.44


It is this approach—a kind of collective, selfish materialism—that has in large part caused the climate crisis and, at present, undermines our ability to mitigate it. 


How is it that such harmful and fundamentally unsatisfying patterns of consumption have come to dominate our lives? To answer this we need to explore the psychological and emotional landscape—the basic mindset—within which such materialist consumption has arisen and taken root.












2. Freneticism, Distraction, and Ignorance





The more alert and attentive we are, the more 
the world will come alive, speaking or gesturing 
to us in particular ways.


—VAJRAGUPTA45


WHAT WE’VE LOOKED AT so far helps explain the roles we play in causing the climate crisis, but we also need to consider why many of us don’t seem sufficiently aware of the problem—or of the magnitude of the problem—and aren’t taking the decisive action needed to mitigate it. 


FRENETICISM


At this moment in history, most of us in the United States and other countries are saying that we’re feeling harried and stressed out. Our days are cluttered, packed with things we “have to do.” We scurry around, hurrying from one task to the next. Bo Lazoff writes, “Life is inherently joyful, yet we’re not enjoying it. . . . Even the best, most loving people often seem to be working themselves into the ground, keeping up a frantic pace just to pay the bills and keep resolving each day’s repairs, breakdowns, details, and little crises.”46 Pressed for time, we juggle our tasks, usually unable to devote sufficient time and focus to any one of them. Or we may try to do more than one thing at once: eating dinner while we text, check email, and carry on a fragmented conversation with someone across the table. Zen nun Yifa writes,




We’re so preoccupied, distracted, and multi-tasked that we can no longer work out what we want to do with our lives or really pay attention to people we care about. We’re in such a hurry to get from one meeting to another, or one deal to another, that in those very rare moments when we have nothing to do and no one to meet, we panic: What are we going to do with ourselves? For one moment, we sit in a kind of daze. The next moment we reach for some kind of umbilical cord to the outside world: we log on, dial up, check in, tune out, and distract ourselves all over again.47


When hurrying and multitasking, we often do a half-baked job: cutting corners, getting sloppy, leaving things unfinished, not cleaning up after ourselves. Failing to do things mindfully, we subvert our own creativity and the joy of engaging fully in single tasks one at a time. We fail to give ourselves—and our kids—a break from constant scurrying, and we may not even know how to pull this off. In this freneticism, we succumb to stress and the medical conditions it can cause. As Thich Nhat Hanh put it, “Many of us are lost. We work too hard, our lives are too busy; we lose ourselves in consumption and distraction of all kinds and have become increasingly lost, lonely, or sick. Many of us live very isolated lives. We’re no longer in touch with ourselves, our family, our ancestors, the Earth, or the wonders of life around us.”48 



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ZEN
ECOLOGY

GREEN AND ENGAGED LIVING
IN RESPONSE TO THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Christopher Ives















OEBPS/images/ii_img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/line2.jpg







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ZEN
ECOLOGY

GREEN AND ENGAGED LIVING
IN RESPONSE TO
THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Christopher Ives





