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lLetter to the Editor

' § Lay Theologaca! Educatuon
Dear Sir:

Bravo for your “"Poetry and Ecology" {seue, =specially for your own
call for 'a spiritual change...of at least ths magnitude of those
which accompanied the birth of Christianity and the rise of modern
science," & change without which man will fail not only to thrive
but aven to survive, and for vour vision of poetry's role "in the
forming of a new sensibility.’

While you do not say so, I eeanse that you would like to "bring us
together,' at least see all of us who are under the prophetic burden
of ecologlical doom come together in whatever alliances and coalitions
are needed to alert America and mankind and to move people and peoples
to the emergence of global, world-affirming man,

But ae for Weadell Berry's "A Secular Pilgrimage,” his sectarianism
tends to cancel his own intention of moving ue to feel mnd act togeth-
er. His open motive, man'e surviving snd thriving in partnership with
naturs, is unexceptionable; but his ulserior motive is to preach a
narrow, pluralism-denying religion entipathetic to the mein roots of
our {(i.e., Western man's) spiritual heritsge and therefore sure to
alienate the mass of his msjor potential allies, viz, 'ewe and Chris-
tiana. Hig tragic self-canceling here geems to me to need some spell-
ing out. Toward this, I append a few notes, and plead that he and
others who yield to the sectariasn temptation will liberate themeelves
both from the tribal bondage of eristic nrthodoxy and from the inauthen-
ticuse of the ecology issue to subrept others' religion-—for such sub-
reption is a cheap evangelistic trick unworthy of a poet and subversive
of Mr. Berry!s own primary intent, Hare, aow, the few notes!

1. Poet's are natural animists, and I do not object to Berry's preaching
animism over against polytheism and monothelsm: he has as much gght to
his religion as I hove to my Christian falth, But if he wants to move
me toward action on his ecological vision (which 1 share), he ought not
to divert my attention from thias gosl by distortive rhetoric sgainst

the major roots of my motivation, If he were as strategic as I believe
he ig sincere in his ¢sll to acticn, he would lend his poetic glift to
the orchestration of motivations (with their various world-picture
grounds) rather than to blessing one motivational mix (the enimistic)
and cureing others,

2. What seems particularly pathetic is that what Berry wants to say de-
pends not at all on his ontic dogmatiem. "The esscntial double aware-
ness of the phyeicsl presence of the nstural world and of the immanence
of mystery or divinity in the physical presence’ (p.410) can be pro-

moted and celebretasd se easily under polythism end theism (both of which he




—emm

strongly rejects and even execrates) as under his animiem (or neo-animism, if
he'd prefer the term). Granted that most contemporary American nature poetry
avoids Western ontological imagery (e.g., 'Creator"/'creature-—creation' in its
original, otiblical Weltbild) and leans Eastwerd--both, I think, for the Oedipal
reason: can poets justify this imaginal impoverishment in the light of their
craft? I think not. But the Berrys in the craft hinder the emergence of truly
liberated poets.

3. Lest I am thought to be crediting Berry as a wellspring of divisiveness in our
ecology camp, I hasten to remark that he seems to me rather more a victim of the
cheap antibiblical, antiWestern propaganda in the counterculture in general and
in our ecology movement in particular. It is cheap because it preaches what its
hearers want to hear {(e.g., that their parents' religion is dead and poisonous),
cheap because its preschers don‘t have to pay up (at least yet), and cheap be-
csuse based on shabby, tendenticus scholarship (no higher than the academic level
. of Hefner's Playboy Philoeophy). Consider, e.g.,

a. The romanticizing of the primitive (shades of Rous-
seau's noble savage!). Western man is now astruggling to save nature from primi-
tive man, as e.g. Africans' depredations of fauna, now threatening the extinction
of a score of animals. Or man'e overgrazing vast tracts of land (e.g., North
Africs and the Middle East), creating deserts long before there was any biblical
religion. Or man'e ovsrcutting of timber on Aslan slopss, csusing diastrous and
frreversibly damaging f{loods long before any Western Sufluence in Asla. Or...why
8o on with the list? The honest truth i{s thet quite spart from particular cul-
tures and their depredations, man a&s man on this globe has been progressively bad
news to nature. Western man, as the latest dominant man and history's only world-
dominant man, has been bad news not fundamentally becsuse of Western religion but
because of the numerical factor: bad news written large with power is worse news
only in the senae of being bigger bad news. Messive paleontological-anthropologi-
cal evidence suggests that primitive man was less bad news to nature not because
he had a raligion ecologically superior to ours but simply because he had less
power to pervert and pollute nature....let's not have our "nature poets' pushing
romantic nonsense about human primltivity and pandering to pathetic nature~freake
in the counterculture. OQur poets have more serious work to do, life-and~death
work,

b, The perception of the Bible, ir Berry and others of
his ilk, is & tieszue of half-truthe. E.g., the Bible's stress is not on man over
against nature, but rather God and man over against chthonic forces in nature and
man that war against nature, man, and God (e.g., in the eighth chapter of Paul's
Letter to the Romans): man ie bad news for nature (Geneais 3, 'the Fall") but {is
intended to be good rnews with nature. If our poets can't ''dig'' this, it's because
of their own inner impoverishment, not because of a defect in the Bible. Which
reminds me: why did yow ecology issue have no plece presenting the ecological poten-
tial of biblical-Jewish~Christian imagery?

. The faulty logic of concluding from the fact that prime-
tive man did no (less?) demsge, the "rruth” that modern Western man's religion lies
at the base of his depredation of nature--the genetic fallacy in reverse! To this
is added the proleptic fallacy: the sncestors are accused of lacking ecological
sengitivity, f.e. of not heving e modern coneclousness! Truth 1s, they were handl-
ing the threats to their existence at lesst as competently as we.  are handling the
threats to ours: will Consclousness 1V be able to say that about Consciousness 1117

4. I must shorten the notes, iest they not be read! 1 make final complaint against
poet Berry's liberal illusion that man is scon-enough educable to survive, I be-
lieve not, and therefore favor coercive conception contrel (automatic steriiization
of the world's women at the third birth). As apolitical/ Berry is largely irrele-
vant to the crisis of survival. I ‘
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