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Concept Statement 

While many people now understand the gravity of the impending global 

warming crisis and desire to take personal action, they feel intimidated by the 

prospect of making the necessary deep changes. Sustainability as Practice: A 

Journey Toward Wholeness takes them in hand and skillfully leads them through 

one woman's journey beyond recycling and changing light bulbs. By integrating 

cues from the natural world with helpful tools, resources and insights from her 

own transition, readers will discover that change can be less scary and even fun. 

Written by on-line columnist and Earth Literacy scholar Terry Burki, 

Sustainability as Practice: A Journey Toward Wholeness is a practical, personal 

guidebook that inspires others to tread the path of sustainable living. 

Handle: Sustainability as Practice: A Journey toward Wholeness is the inspiring 
story of one woman's transition from membership in the consumer culture to a 
simpler, more joyful life rooted in Earth-centered values.  



 



About the Book 

Life as we know it isn’t working for us anymore. We live in a time of a 

convergence of planetary and personal crises: global warming, fresh water 

scarcity, dwindling oil supplies, and burgeoning population. Stress levels are on 

the rise contributing to health problems, poor relationships, and decreased 

productivity. Small wonder that we also report being unhappy. Everyone needs 

a better way to live. 

It isn’t that we're not trying. Organic foods are the fastest growing 

segment of the food industry. Green and natural labeled products abound. 

Compact fluorescent light bulbs are flying off the shelves. Bamboo, a renewable 

resource, is the hot new flooring material. We try new diets, join fitness centers, 

practice yoga, see therapists, and get massaged and acupunctured. In spite of 

these good intentions, people and the planet continue to flounder. Life is no 

longer meaningful or fun; it’s exhausting —just one long to-do list. 

Doing all these serial “next latest thing” fixes are what most people think 

is the key to rescuing themselves and the planet. They're not. What's really 

needed is a total transformation of our lifestyle that delivers the time and energy 

to live a fulfilling life on a healthy planet. Isn't that what we're really after? 

With our frenetic lives, total transformation sounds overwhelming. 

However, as a former sustainable living coach and someone who has already 

braved the transformation, I know three major reasons why people feel too  



intimidated to even attempt a truly sustainable and fulfilling life. First, they don’t 

know anyone on the path so they don’t believe it’s even possible. Feeling alone 

and unsupported, they want experienced guidance to help them begin the 

process and inspiring insights and tales of adventure along the way to keep them 

traveling. Small changes made at their own pace replace that overwhelmed 

feeling with accomplishment. 

Secondly, they lack strategies and resources and the knowledge of how to 

use them. Sustainability is unfamiliar territory to most people. But just as we all 

learned to use once novel computers and the internet, with competent instruction 

anyone can easily learn the ways of sustainability as well. 

The third reason people feel intimidated by the thought of transforming 

their lives with a sustainability practice is that they’ve lost their connection with 

nature. Actions just require engagement of the mind. Transformation, however, 

requires participation from the heart as well. When connection is absent, so is 

caring. But connection with nature isn’t lost forever. This practice emphasizes 

our nature connection and works to restore it. 

Sustainability as Practice: A Journey Toward Wholeness, marketed as an 

affordable trade paperback, will provide a sustainability practice with specific 

tools and techniques for getting started, staying the path, and evaluating 

progress. Time-tested strategies for living sustainably are taken right from the 

expert —nature. Simple exercises done outdoors explore these strategies while 

redeveloping a nature connection. On-going support is offered through an  



author facilitated online study group accessed from the author’s website. 

Sustainability as Practice is not a 30 day program; it’s a lifelong habit. But it’s one 

that is easily embraced and delivers on joy and fulfillment right from the 

beginning. 

The overriding goal of transforming lifestyles is at the heart of 

Sustainability as Practice. My purpose is not to show the reader how to do more, 

but how to transform what they're doing into something meaningful. 

Sustainability as Practice delivers the freedom to live purposeful, joyful lives in 

harmony with the planet. And that’s just what an over-stressed planet and 

populace needs most. 

 





About the Author 

Terry Burki received an Earth Literacy M.A. in 2008 from Saint Mary-of- 

the-Woods College in Indiana. She spent a two month internship in the fall of 

2007 working for the Alliance for Sustainability in Ashland, Wisconsin. The 

Chequamegon Bay region on Lake Superior includes Ashland and is a hotbed of 

eco-municipality activity in the United States. Eco-municipalities follow The 

Natural Step framework to guide their communities to a sustainable future. She 

also holds a B.A. in Professional Communication from Alverno College in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 

Burki is a former Eco-Teams coach for Global Action Plan, assisting 

families in moving toward sustainable lifestyles. She is a steering committee 

member of the Wisconsin Interfaith Climate and Energy Campaign working 

within faith communities to help reduce the greenhouse gases that cause global 

warming. In 1997, Burki represented the Wisconsin Synod of the United Church 

of Christ at the National Council of Churches’ first eco-justice conference held in 

Estes Park, Colorado. She is also a volunteer naturalist for Retzer Nature Center 

in Southeast Wisconsin. 

Stops Along the Trail is the name of Burki’s popular weekly online column 

found at www .lakecountryonline.com. It contains breezy, informative coverage  



of the conditions and natural attractions at parks and on hiking trails throughout 

the lake country of northwest Waukesha County and beyond. 

For the well-attended 2003 public conference, Enter the Energy Controversy: 

Moral Choices for Powering Our Future, Burki created all the publicity pieces and 

handouts. In 2002, she was invited to present her essay, Wrapped in Wonder, at the 

Second Annual Environmental Writer's Conference in honor of Rachel Carson in 

Boothbay Harbor, Maine. She wrote two articles for inclusion in Ethical Energy, 

the newsletter of the Wisconsin Interfaith Climate and Energy Campaign. In the 

spring semester of 1996, Burki wrote a series of environmentally themed articles 

for the Alverno College student magazine Real Life. 

No stranger to speaking, Burki is a lively and engaging presenter in varied 

contexts, from speaking on behalf of the Great Lakes at a Department of Natural 

Resources Public Meeting to guest sermons on sustainability at churches to small 

group presentations and one-on-one conversations at energy fair booths. She also 

helped plan and organize several public conferences. 

Burki lives in Hartland, Wisconsin with her cat Patches, while son Ty 

attends college at UW-Madison. She considers single motherhood her most 

challenging and rewarding accomplishment and credits at least part of it to her 

son’s patience and good humor. Burki’s awakening to the environmental crisis 

came later in life when she was already entrenched in a typical middle class 

American lifestyle. Sustainability as Practice: A Journey toward VWholeness grew out 

of her personal response to this crisis. Sustainability remains her life practice.  



About the Market 

Less than a decade ago, books on sustainability were few and relegated to 

the nature / ecology section of the bookshelves. Today, sustainability titles have 

exploded in number and category. A search on Amazon.com results in 34,917 

hits in 27 categories from business and investing to children’s books and even 

romance! “Cultural Creatives” —a term coined by sociologist Paul Ray to 

describe a new, large subculture in America — are the main drivers behind this 

surge. Creatives consciously shop their values and one of their primary values is 

sustainability. For this group, knowledge is power for action and they're clearly 

turning to books and magazines to supply it. 

Within the U.S., 50 million Cultural Creatives comprise more than 26 

percent of the population and their ranks grow by at least one percent annually. 

Ode magazine specifically targets Cultural Creatives and has a circulation of 

150,000. Ode also reports that each copy of their magazine is read by three 

additional people which brings their readership total to 600,000. Here's how Ode 

defines their readership: 

76% female 
81% college degrees 

46% age 35-54 and 41% age 55+ 
$80,000 median annual income 

43% professional or managerial 
28% self-employed or small business owner 

early adopters of new products/services (if values based) 
86% take environmental and social issues into account when 

making a purchase  



= $251 average amount spent on books in past year 

Other Cultural Creative magazines include Orion with a circulation of 

22,000 and YES! with a circulation of 55,000. The three magazines have a 

combined circulation of 227,000, but by including additional readers the total is 

close to one million. 

Creatives already know why we need to move toward sustainability; what 

they want to know is how. Two books that address the personal how are David 

Wann's Simple Prosperity: Finding Real Wealth in a Sustainable Lifestyle, ranked 

12,030 overall on Amazon.com in June 2008 and seventh in its category while 

Radical Simplicity: Small Footprints on a Finite Earth by Jim Merkel, a few years 

older still ranked 63,221 overall on the site and fifty eighth in its category. 

There are four major markets for my book in which sales potential is 

substantial. They are: 

» Bookstores: Sustainable living/ecology shelves; special 
promotional areas for Earth Day 
Specialty Retailers: There are over 1,000 food co-ops and 
natural / organic food chains like Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods 
nationwide; sustainable /natural furniture and household goods 
stores. 

Internet: Author's website easily accessed through major search 
engines and links from sustainability / simplicity sites. 

www .sustainabilityaspractice.org 
Book study groups are key to building community and 
sustainability awareness in cities and counties that have committed 
to sustainability e.g. Chicago, Seattle, Portland OR, Duluth MN, 
Pittsburgh/Vandergrift, Santa Monica CA, Portsmouth NH, 

Whistler BC, Chattanooga, Douglas and Jefferson Counties WI, 

Madison WI, Chequamegon Bay region WL  



About the Competition 

Research on other books of this nature revealed that the topic of 

sustainability is exploding right now. However, there are only a few books that 

address personal change. None of these address it from the standpoint of 

someone who has already acquired the “stuff” of the typical American. Nor do 

they detail the personal values and decision making process that lie at the heart 

of change. 

Recent books that are similar in nature include: 

Radical Simplicity: Small Footprints on a Finite Earth by Jim Merkel, New Society 

Publishers, 2003. (248 pp), $17.95. 

In this book, Metta puts into perspective the real need for Americans to 

radically change their lifestyles. He also provides refined and detailed how-to 

instructions for three important tools: ecological footprinting; changing your 

relationship to money through the Your Money or Your Life program; and learning 

from nature. While Merkel includes many personal stories, he does not relate his 

process as he’s actually making the changes. Furthermore, Merkel’s story is from 

the perspective of someone less entrenched in the consumer culture to begin 

with. In Sustainability as Practice, readers both share in my struggles and identify 

with my concerns as they follow my journey by actually using the tools that lead 

to a smaller footprint.  



Simple Prosperity: Finding Real Wealth in a Sustainable Lifestyle by David Wann, St. 

Martens Griffin, 2008. (304 pp), $14.95. 

Wann makes an excellent case for the benefits derived from a simpler, 

more sustainable lifestyle. What people really want is time: time to indulge their 

creativity, time to connect with people and nature, and time for playfulness. 

They also want good health, a sense of purpose, and work that satisfies. Using 

examples from his own life, Wann illustrates how a sustainable lifestyle can 

deliver on these wants. I agree with Wann on this point. In fact in Sustainability as 

Practice: A Journey Toward Wholeness, these are some of the elements of wholeness 

I'm journeying toward. The difference is that in Sustainability as Practice I take my 

cues from nature and that readers see the changes and experience my transition 

as it is happening. 
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Chapter Summaries 

Chapter One: Taking Stock: The Journey Begins Where You Are 

Describes how to create a lifestyle baseline assessment through: 

* Journaling 

* (Calculating household carbon footprint 
= Auditing water usage 
= Completing physical, emotional and spiritual personal assessments 

Introduces all the tools and resources needed to begin a successful 
sustainability practice such as: 

Clarification of values 

Creating financial integrity by aligning spending habits with values 
through a Your Money or Your Life study circle 
The Natural Step framework of sustainability principles 
Breaking large tasks down to manageable size 
Clearing out clutter 

Examining personal use of technology 
Reconnecting with nature 

Chapters Two through Ten: 

Each chapter features one of nature’s strategies for living sustainably. 

Each shares insights and stories from author’s personal journey using the 

chapter's nature strategy and first chapter resources. Chapters end with an 

exercise designed to develop an awareness of that particular strategy while 

reconnecting with nature. Sample exercise in Chapter Seven.  



Chapter Two: Sense of Place 

Demonstrates the art of living “local” — within the bounty of the 

surrounding area. 

Chapter Three: Cycles 

Identifies and explains some of nature’s cycles: e.g. lunar, solar, seasons, 

hydrologic, carbon, nutrient. Shows the benefits of living a cyclical life. 

Chapter Four: Simplicity 

Divulges the secrets of uncomplicated life. 

Chapter Five: Interdependence 

Interprets how nature thrives as a community through cooperation. 

Chapter Six: Creativity 

Demonstrates problem-solving through creativity. 

Chapter Seven: Diversity 

Reveals the advantages of variety.  



Chapter Seven Diversity Exercise 

Time: 30 minutes (or more!) 

Tools: Magnifying glass, if you have one; journal and pen 

Find a natural area where you'll be alone and that you feel comfortable 

with. Sit down and take a quick look around. Now close your eyes. Take a deep 

breath, hold it for a count of seven, and exhale completely. Repeat twice. Open 

your eyes. Hold your arm out straight in front of you and sweep it in a semi- 

circle from side to side. The ground covered by the sweep is your “area.” Now, 

closely examine your area for different species — plant or animal —and simply 

count how many you find. Get down there and really search. To check for tiny 

species you might have missed, use the magnifying glass if you have one. Reflect 

for a few minutes on what you discovered and record the experience in your 

journal before leaving the area. 

Repeat this exercise in different natural areas and compare results. What 

areas had more diversity? Why do think that might be? Record your thoughts in 

your journal. 

Chapter Eight: Persistence 

Teaches the value of hanging in there. 

Chapter Nine: Balance 

Explains the need for balance and the consequences of a life out of kilter. 

19  



Chapter Ten: Joy 

Celebrates life! 

Chapter Eleven: The Cycle Continues 

Compares baseline assessment with assessment two years out. Reports 

differences. Reflects on journey to this point. 

 



Preface 

The truth is that our finest moments are most likely to occur when we are feeling deeply 
uncomfortable, unhappy, or unfulfilled. For it is only in such moments, propelled by our 
discomfort, that we are likely to step out of our ruts and start searching for different ways 
or truer answers. 

— M. Scott Peck 

When Rachel Carson fired off her warning shot Silent Spring in 1962, it 

went unheard by me. I was just a nine-year-old happily romping through the 

fields and pastures of our family farm. Thirty-some years later found me in my 

first college classroom studying social issues. Water pollution was the current 

topic. Eyes wide in disbelief, I read of scuba divers encountering clouds of toilet 

paper and half dissolved feces; fish with strange burn holes and rotting fins; 

cities like New York and Boston dumping raw sewage into the ocean; deformed 

turtles, terns with crossed beaks, and cancer-ridden fish right here in Milwaukee. 

Shock and outrage rocked me. Water pollution was already a documented 

problem way back when I was in high school. How could it possibly still be an 

issue today? Carson's shot finally exploded into my consciousness. 

Now attuned to all the environmental degradation around me, I searched 

for an appropriate response. A member of Wisconsin's first Eco-Team, an 

international effort to move families toward sustainability, I then coached the 

second team. I attended workshops, made speeches, volunteered, sat on boards, 

helped organize events, became a vegetarian and a worm-bed composter. My life  



changed outwardly in many ways. But it still didn’t feel right somehow. It didn’t 

feel whole. Indeed, while one foot was firmly planted in sustainability, the other 

was stuck in the quicksand of consumer culture. Deeply uncomfortable, I longed 

for a clear path to solid ground. 

Gathering the most useful resources I could lay my hands on, I put 

together a plan. The book you are holding is the strategy and story of my journey 

to wholeness traveling the path of sustainability. Consider it an out-stretched 

hand for those of you with similar hopes. 

 



Introduction 

We have lived by the assumption that what was good for us would be good for the world. 
We have been wrong. We must change our lives, so that it will be possible to live by the 
contrary assumption that what is good for the world will be good for us. 

— Wendell Berry 

Homo sapiens sapiens, our Latin species name, essentially means human the 

wise the wise. Apparently one wise couldn’t cover the depth of our wisdom. But 

just how wise are we? Fifteen billion years ago the universe exploded into fiery 

existence. Over ten billion years later, Earth took form. Fish, insects, birds, plants, 

reptiles, even the earliest mammals are all millions of years old. But it wasn't 

until a mere 100,000 years ago that modern humans arrived on the scene.! How 

new we are to life on Earth! Yet, in those 100,000 years we've managed to 

accomplish what no previous life form could: deplete the soils, put a hole in the 

protective ozone layer, poison the air and waters, destroy habitats, accelerate the 

rate of extinction of other species, and create global warming. In our defense, we 

only did what living things do, “seek out and/or create the conditions perceived 

to be favorable to their own thriving.”2 Unfortunately, our perception is a bit 

skewed and in our drive to thrive we unwittingly undermined our own life 

support system. Very unwise. 

  

' Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan, Microcosmos: Four Billion Years of Microbial Evoloution (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1986) 227. 

? Loyal Rue, Everybody's Story: Wising Up to the Epic of Evolution (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2000), 100.  



Wisdom demands that we consider the effects of today’s actions on 

tomorrow’s welfare. How else might future generations thrive? Thomas Jefferson 

wrote in a 1789 letter to James Madison, “No generation can contract debts 

greater than may be paid during the course of its own existence."3 While 

Jefferson was addressing financial solvency, his wisdom speaks perfectly to our 

interactions with nature. When we choose practices such as operating coal- 

burning power plants, the effects of releasing highly toxic substances into the 

atmosphere last much longer than a generation. The future inherits a huge debt 

of inedible fish, compromised health of wildlife and humans, acidic lakes, and a 

significant loss of habitat when mountaintops are blown off to retrieve coal. Our 

descendants are pushed further and further into debt. Unending indebtedness to 

the natural world can only be repaid by extinction. Not so wise. 

Wise would indicate great knowledge about the world we live in. 

However, our best guesstimate for total number of species on the planet is 

between 10 and 100 million.# Of these plant and animal organisms, 

approximately one and a half million are known species. “Known” is a bit of an 

overstatement though. In fact, 99 percent of known species only have a scientific 

name, maybe a physical description.® That's it. They haven't been thoroughly 

studied. So, out of a possible 100 million species, we've got a pretty good 

  

: http://etext.virginia.edu/jefferson/quotations/jeff1340.htm 1789. ME 7:455, Papers 15:393, July 21, 2008. 

* Edward O. Wilson, The Diversity of Life (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999), 132. 

> Edward O. Wilson, The Diversity of Life (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999), 132.  



understanding of just 15,000. That means we know something substantial about 

only 0.015 percent of the organisms we share home turf with! 

Imagine walking into your garage tomorrow morning and finding your 

car disassembled into a pile of parts. You'd probably need to use public 

transportation for awhile, but it could eventually be put back together. There's a 

blueprint of everything that goes into a car and engineers and mechanics know 

how it all fits together. Bulldoze a rain forest and you've got a real problem 

recreating that. No one knows all the organisms it contains and each particular 

rain forest has a somewhat different mix. To complicate things further, many 

members of the community are invisible to the naked eye. And how they all 

interact with each other and work as a system is mostly a mystery. How little we 

really know about our Earth home. It’s time to wise up. Our toxic follies, lack of 

consideration for the future, and incomplete knowledge of the natural world 

betray our youth and inexperience. Clearly, change is necessary. 

We need to learn how to live for the long-term here on Earth. And we 

need to seek out experts who know what it takes to accomplish that. Luckily, the 

experts are available in our own back yards and neighborhood parks. All our 

companion species, also known as nature, have millions of years of experience in 

sustaining life on this very planet. Their secret? A sustainable lifestyle. We need 

just observe, learn, and practice. 

Let's take a moment to try to define sustainable. It isn’t easy because it’s 

not something you can point to like a table or chair, but a concept like  



democracy. A definition I find helpful is: “Sustainability is a dynamic condition 

which requires a basic understanding of the interconnections and 

interdependency among ecological, economic and social systems. Sustainability 

means providing a rich quality of life for all and accomplishing this within the 

means of nature." 

“Interdependency” and “within the means of nature” are key factors here. 

We humans are part of nature and our economic and social systems are entwined 

in it as well. Cut down all the forests, where will our oxygen come from? Pour 

toxins in the rivers and streams, how will we quench our thirst? Let the soils 

erode away so they can no longer support plant life, what will we eat? If you say 

meat, what will the “meat” animals eat to create meat when plants are gone? 

Sustainability is a way of life that sees and honors all these invisible connections 

that make life possible here on Earth. Human independence exists only in our 

minds. By adopting nature’s strategies, we too can learn to live sustainably. 

Sometimes people equate sustainability with terms like green, organic, or 

natural but it's more than a label. Think of sustainability as a continuum with 

unsustainable at one end and sustainable at the other. Organic spinach from 

California trucked 1,500 fossil-fuel-burning miles across the country will reside 

closer to the unsustainable end of the continuum than organic spinach grown 

locally. So the labels green, natural, and organic alone don’t give us all the 

information we need to choose wisely. All our actions fall somewhere along this 

  

6 Jaimie P. Cloud, The Cloud Institute for Sustainability Education. www.sustainabilityed.org  



continuum. The American lifestyle as a whole is heavily weighted on the 

unsustainable end. We need to journey toward sustainable. 

But why a sustainability practice? The word practice most often conjures 

up an image of doing something repetitively in order to improve proficiency — 

hitting golf balls at a driving range, playing a piece of music on the piano, or 

tying a tie. When using practice as a verb, whatever you're practicing is just an 

activity that you do, it’s not who you are. But practice is also a noun, as in a 

spiritual practice. In this case, your practice is your life's journey and an integral 

part of your identity.” 

I make this distinction as practicing sustainability seems to be what I've 

been doing in a haphazard manner over a number of years. And while I'm sure 

the actions taken have been helpful, they haven't been consistent. It’s been more 

like checking off a list —reduce driving, check; replace incandescent bulbs with 

CFLs, check; compost; check. And the actions haven't been deep. When you're 

practicing, only your mind shows up. You'll know you have a practice when 

your heart is involved. A practice is the path you're on all day, every day. You're 

continually honing your skill and deepening your understanding as it takes you 

further down the path. It's one thing to know what's right; another to live it. A 

practice has integrity. A practice is transformational. A practice is a lifelong 

companion. 

  

7 George Leonard, Mastery: the Keys to Success and Long-Term Fulfillment (New York: Penguin Group, 
1992) 73-75.  



Sustainability is essentially the art of living in alignment with nature. With 

sustainability as our practice, we'll at last make steady progress toward that goal. 

Then we will finally be living up to our name — the wise the wise. 

 



Chapter One 

Taking Stock: 
The Journey Begins Where You Are 

I believe it to be perfectly possible for an individual to adopt the way of life of the 
future... without having to wait for others to do so. 

— Ghandi 

We are all pilgrims on the same journey...but some pilgrims have better road maps. 
— Nelson De Mille 

Right now, the very ground beneath us is shifting. We are living in a 

transition time. A time in-between as we move from a culture based on life- 

threatening practices to one based on life-sustaining. In these unsettling times, 

uncertainty hangs in the air. How will we get there? What route do we take? 

What do we need to bring? What will this new life be like? One thing is certain, 

however. We need updated road maps. Life-sustaining practices are a whole new 

territory for our culture; Sustainability as Practice is one path traversing that 

territory. This first chapter contains all the resources needed for a successful start 

on your journey. 

This is not a step-by-step guide book, with every twist and turn in the 

path mapped out. That's old-style road map. This new-style road map just gets 

you to the territory. Use the resources and nature strategies provided here to  



blaze your own path from there. The old road maps tried to lock you in to a 

culturally-defined lifestyle. But by consciously activating your personal values 

and creativity, your life transforms into one of your own making —a unique 

expression of you. That's why everyone's path differs. My own journey is 

documented in the following chapters. It’s not there as a standard bearer, but as 

an example of one answer to the question “What will this new life be like?” Let it 

inspire and empower your own journey. 

Preparing for the Journey 

For a number of years I've made a habit of journaling daily about what's 

going on in my life. Not pages — sometimes just a line or two. Then sometime 

during the first week of the new year, I reread my journal entries for the past 

year and sum it up in a couple paragraphs. I'm always amazed at all the new 

things tried and trials endured and how most of them were already forgotten. 

Knowing this, I started my sustainability practice by taking a written 

snapshot of my personal current state of affairs. Every six or twelve months, I 

take another snapshot and compare with the one before. It lets me see if I'm still 

moving along on the sustainability continuum and helps identify areas that need 

work. It makes it easier to see where adjustments need to be made and it feels  



good to see areas of progress. But even if progress isn’t apparent, that isn’t 

necessarily bad news. Periodic plateaus are normal in any sustained practice. 

Start your own sustainability practice journal. I use a spiral notebook 

labeled as such and keep it in a file basket on my desk where it is easily accessed. 

The very first entries are what I call the baseline assessment, a snapshot in time 

as your practice begins. If you're doing this as a family, consider having 

everyone old enough to write start their own private sustainable practice journal 

in which to record their baseline and thoughts. It helps everyone own the 

process. Now, let the information gathering begin! 

Taking Stock of Your Resource Use 

Carbon Footprint 

First, calculate your carbon footprint. Why? Carbon dioxide is a 

greenhouse gas and a major contributor to global warming. It’s released into the 

atmosphere when fossil fuels — coal, gasoline, oil, natural gas —are burned. It’s 

not just from our vehicles and power plants. Fossil fuels are embedded in almost 

every facet of our lives. Our food system is a heavy user: natural gas-based 

fertilizers in the fields; farm machinery for tilling, fertilizing, weeding, and 

harvesting; processing plants, storage, and transporting to stores by truck, train,  



plane, or ship. Every item in your home was produced somewhere using fossil 

fuels and transported to wherever you purchased it. By carefully calculating 

your carbon footprint, you get a good idea of how much your lifestyle is 

contributing to global warming. 

Use the online calculator at Redefining Progress? to do your calculations 

and record the category calculations in your journal. There are many online 

footprint calculators, but this one is the most extensive. Take your time with this 

so that you get an accurate picture of your current footprint. At the end it 

calculates how many Earths we would need if everyone lived like you. It’s a 

sobering figure. Our country’s average is 6.35 Earths! That's really using more 

than our fair share. 

Doing this step first gives you the information you need to identify your 

trouble areas —home energy, transportation, food, housing, and goods and 

services —an ideal way to know where to begin making changes. Be careful how 

you interpret results though. I scored low on electrical usage, not because I don't 

use any but because my utility provider gives me the option of purchasing 100 

percent renewable energy at a prorated additional charge each month. However, 

even though I'm using renewable energy, I'm still working at decreasing my 

usage of electricity. The most sustainable option for energy use is always 

conservation first. 

  

2 http://www.myfootprint.org Redefining Progress online carbon footprint calculator. Use this first. Once 

you think you’ve made good progress, go deeper with Jim Merkel’s calculator in his book Radical 

Simplicity, pp 75-122.  



Take a few minutes to record in your journal any thoughts, feelings, or insights 
you had while calculating your footprint. Were you surprised by the results? Do you feel 
drawn to work on reducing any particular area? 

Water Usage 

With fresh water in such short supply world-wide, it's important to track 

and work to conserve our water usage. This step is easy if you're supplied by a 

water utility as the information can be found on your bill. If you have your own 

well or live in an apartment or condo where water usage isn’t measured for each 

unit, then you've got a bit of work to do. 

Measure your household usage for showers and sinks manually for one 

day and use that as part of your baseline. When showering, stop up the drain, so 

water is retained in the tub. There are 7.5 gallons of water in a cubic foot. So, after 

your shower, multiply width x length x depth of water (expressed in feet) by 7.5 

to get the number of gallons used. You can also estimate by tracking the number 

of minutes the shower is running. A conventional shower head uses 3-10 gallons 

per minute, while a low-flow shower head uses 2-2.5 gallons per minute. For 

dishwashing, measure the wash and rinse water by the above formula. If you use 

a dishwasher, include 8-12 gallons a load. There's no way to measure this, but it’s 

good to remember that water isn’t carbon free either. The water has to be 

pumped into water towers or up from wells. And of course hot water needs to be 

heated.  



You have to know the age of your toilet to figure out how much water it’s 

using per flush. Pre-1978 toilets use 4-6 gallons. If it was manufactured between 

1978 and 1993, it uses 3.5 gallons. Toilets manufactured since January of 1994 use 

1.6 gallons. Top-loading washing machines use 40-55 gallons per full load, while 

front-loaders use 22-25 gallons. And don’t forget any outside watering you might 

do. An open hose under full pressure delivers about six gallons a minute. 

A community near where I live estimates water usage at 60 gallons a day 

per person. Your water utility or one nearby might offer similar usage figures for 

your area. If so, you can compare your usage to the norm for your area. Water is 

like gasoline in that both have been so readily available and relatively cheap for 

so long that we use them without thinking. A friend of mine has a small cabin up 

north. When she arrived for her first visit this year, she discovered a pipe had 

burst over the winter. She drove to town, bought a few gallons of water and 

stayed the week anyway. Luckily she’s an experienced off-road camper and 

knows how to make do with small amounts of water. The point is we use what 

we use only because that is what we've become accustomed to it, not because we 

need it. 

Personal Assessment 

Now lets get a bit more intimate by moving from household use to a 

baseline personal assessment. Any change in lifestyle affects all aspects of your 

life. By assessing at the start, you can track the effects of changes you undertake. 
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To chart your physical health, record your weight, blood pressure, cholesterol — 

HDL and LDL, and triglycerides. If you haven't had these checked lately, make 

an appointment and get it done. Record any medications you take regularly and 

the dosage. You may also want to record body measurements: chest, hips, waist, 

upper arm, upper thigh, and calf. 

Next, journal about how you physically feel —all your general aches, 

pains, complaints, and physical habits. Where do you feel pain? What have you 

done about it? Does anything make it feel better? How do you feel over all? How 

would you like to feel? How is your sleep? Do you wake rested? Do you snore? 

What are your current eating habits? Do you eat meat or dairy? Do you eat 

highly processed foods? Approximately how many servings of fruits and 

vegetables to you get every day? How active is your day —e.g. do you have a 

desk job or a physical job? What exercise activities do you do —e.g. aerobic, 

weight-training, endurance —and how often? How much time do you spend 

outdoors on a daily or weekly basis? How many hours a day do you sit and 

watch TV, play video games, or on the computer? These are just a few ideas to 

get you going. Write as many pages as it takes to get a full accounting. The more 

thorough you are with each baseline step, the more useful the information will 

be to you when you take your next snapshot. 

Now evaluate your emotional health. This is all subjective information of 

course, but for our purposes that doesn’t matter. Some questions to get you 

writing: How happy are you with your present life? How are your immediate  



family dynamics? Do you feel lonely or isolated? If so, why? Do extended family 

members live nearby or do you rarely see them? How do you feel about that? 

How are your relationships with your neighbors? Do you feel a sense of 

community in the area where you live? Do you have any pets? How much time 

do you spend outdoors? How many friends do you have and do you have time 

to stay connected with them? In what way would you like your life to be 

different? How is your stress level? What would you do with your life if making 

a living wasn’t an issue? Don’t worry what any of this has to do with a 

sustainability practice. Just trust that the information you're gathering has 

meaning for you in the future. 

The last category is spiritual health. This is not about religion. It refers to a 

feeling of connectedness to something greater than yourself. Do you have a 

spiritual practice such as meditation? How easily do you feel wonder and awe? 

What triggers feelings of wonder and awe? What fills you with joy? What do you 

love? What breaks your heart open? Do you feel connected to nature? In what 

ways and/or to what specifically? If you could be anything in nature, what 

would you be and why? If nothing in this section resonates with you at this time, 

just skip over it and revisit the questions each time you reevaluate. 

There are no right or wrong answers to either your carbon footprint totals 

or to any of the personal assessment questions. They are what they are, and just 

show where you are right now at this point in time. The value of all this 

information will only become apparent when you compare it to where you're at 
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six to twelve months from now. But do create the baseline before starting your 

practice. As we change, we forget how things used to be. A completed baseline 

will always be there to refresh your memory. 

Insights 

With your baseline complete, the journal then becomes your place to 

record insights along the path. For example, one day I was cleaning my desk and 

noticed I seem to accumulate little scraps of paper with website addresses and 

business cards around my monitor and had the thought that I needed something, 

a box of some sort, to hold them and reduce desk clutter. So on my next trip to 

the local office supply store, I looked for something. The best I could find was an 

ugly plastic file box that cost way more than it was worth. Ordinarily, I would 

have bought it anyway just to cross this task off my list. Instead, creativity struck 

and I thought of ways I could decorate and repurpose a box I already owned. 

When I see that box now, it makes me happy. This seemingly insignificant 

incident got recorded in my journal because it reminds me that we are born 

creative and resourceful. We don’t always need to run to a store for solutions. 

We can create our own solutions if we just trust in our abilities. 

Another time I had a garage sale at the same time as several of my 

neighbors. Sales were extremely slow and traffic almost non-existent. I walked 

over to a neighbor's sale as she was standing surrounded by all her excess stuff  



lamenting all the money wasted over the years. Back at my sale, I looked at my 

things with new eyes. It struck me how easily we all part with our life energy (in 

the form of money) for things that will soon be outdated and/or unused. And 

then we stress ourselves out to earn more money for more things we won't use. 

What if we committed to steward every thing we brought into our lives? 

Accepted responsibility for giving it a good home and a useful life and a proper 

disposal when it's completely worn out? Wouldn't that make us really ponder 

every purchase in order to make that kind of thoughtful commitment? Wouldn't 

that change our lives and the world for the better? 

It's “aha” moments just like these that I record in my journal. The “ahas” 

in our lives help open us up to new ways of thinking. We all have a change 

muscle that gets stronger the more we use it.? Thinking new thoughts helps to 

support and exercise that change muscle. And change is what we're about on 

this sustainability practice path. So, do journal regularly. It just takes a few 

moments and the information is so valuable. In fact this book was written from 

the insights recorded in my own journal. 

Gathering Resources for the Journey 

During the summer months, friends of mine keep a large basket packed 

with plates, silverware, cups, cloth napkins, tablecloth, and salt and pepper. That 
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way they are always ready for a picnic. Just add some food, perhaps a bottle of 

wine and they're out the door. Gathering the right equipment beforehand makes 

any task simpler and more enjoyable. So, pack up the following resources and 

keep them handy. They have been selected especially for use with a sustainabilty 

practice. You'll find them indispensable as well as time and energy savers. 

Values 

Practice noticing that you are choosing the direction of your life in the moment-to- 
moment actions and thoughts you make every day. 

— Elaine Gray 

There's nothing like an election year to bring out talk about values. Family 

values are often touted as is patriotism. But how often do any of us really sit 

down and give any thought to what we really value and who influences those 

values? Take the time now. Values are our compass. Wherever you are in life, 

you got there because you followed the pointed needle of your values. Like 

politicians, the values we espouse may not be the same as the ones imbedded in 

our actions. Look to your actions to see what you really value. For example, you 

might think you value your health. However, you spend your spare time on the 

couch watching TV and snacking on chips, not exactly healthful activities. So it’s 

worth spending a little time getting clear about your values. 

To help with this, Brian P. Hall's book, Value Clarification as Learning 

Process, summarizes the characteristics of a value as having three aspects —  



choosing, prizing, and acting.1® Choosing means having the opportunity of 

unrestrained choice from a field of alternatives of which you've weighed the pros 

and cons. Think of one of your values. Does it meet this criterion? Chances are 

good that most of your values do not. You simply adopted them from others 

who have influence over you. What are these influencers? The main ones are 

culture, religion, peers and friends, parents, media —TV, films, magazines, 

advertisers, educational institutions and teachers, and life experience.!! Do we 

really want these others, especially the media, dictating our values? You'd think 

parents would be a safe influence. Yet we all know of parents who impose their 

values to the children’s detriment. For example, the son who is being groomed to 

take over his father’s corporation when he clearly is a gifted artist, musician, or 

craftsman. In this case the career is not a choice but an imposition on the true 

nature of the child. When we blindly accept the values of others, instead of 

consciously choosing our own, we end up denying our authentic selves. 

The second value aspect is prizing. Are you happy with all your value 

choices? If you are, you shouldn't have any problem defending your choices to 

others. But if you're unwilling to stand up for your values, then they aren't 

values and you need to reconsider. 

The final aspect of a value is acting upon it. If at the moment of choice, 

you don’t choose on behalf of your value most of the time, then it’s not a value. 
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To claim a value, you need to act on that value repeatedly in thoughtful, 

substantial ways. These actions are called value indicators. For example, if you 

claim sustainability as a value you might say that recycling is a value indicator. 

But if recycling is required in your community, then that wouldn't be considered 

a substantial action as this is the norm. If you don’t own a clothes dryer and hang 

your laundry out to dry, choose biking, walking, or public transportation as your 

primary modes of getting around, eat mainly locally grown organic food, then 

each of these actions could be counted as a value indicator that demonstrates 

your value of sustainability. 

Only when you meet the conditions of all three criteria — choosing, 

prizing, and acting — can you claim something as a value. Don’t despair if you 

fall a bit short. If you're actively pursuing meeting the criteria, what you have is 

a potential value —a value in the making. Twenty-five years ago sustainability 

was barely a concept much less a value. Being clear and conscious about just 

what our values are and what having them entails, helps us sharply focus on 

what we need to do, what we're about in this world. In doing so, you are 

resetting your compass to your own true north, the direction of personal 

wholeness. 

Write about potential values in your journal and determine if they meet all the 
criteria. Also think about who/what is instrumental in influencing those values. What 
values do you want to express in the world?  



Your Money or Your Life 

Money often costs too much. 
— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

How you spend your money is how you vote on what exists in the world. 

— Vicki Robin 

On the path to sustainability and wholeness, Your Money or Your Life 

(YMOYL) is a machete clearing the way. First it exposes money for what it really 

is: an agreed upon medium of exchange that we choose to trade our limited 

supply of life energy for. YMOYL then helps you create financial integrity by 

aligning your spending habits with your values. And if you want, it can also help 

you achieve financial independence, living off investment income and pursuing 

your interests free of paid employment. Co-authors Joe Dominguez and Vicki 

Robin did just that — Joe at age 30! 

There are nine steps to the program and as the authors make clear, all 

steps need to be followed conscientiously. You can read the book and do the 

steps on your own, but you'll get a lot more out of it by joining a YMOYL study 

group. Check the website to see if there is one in your area.!? If not, start a group 

with help from study materials available online or join an online study group 

facilitated by someone who has successfully used the program for years.13 The 

latter is the route I chose. I found that the input of the other participants and the 

facilitator helped to deepen my understanding of the process, challenged my 
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assumptions, and ensured my continued engagement with the materials. My 

study-mates remain in contact online where we continue to offer each other 

support. Start the YMOYL program early on in your journey. Once you 

transform your relationship with money, the path gets much clearer. 

Here is an abridged version of the first six steps just so you get an idea of 

what the program entails: 

Your Money or Your Life 
First Six Steps4 

Step 1: Making Peace with the Past 

A. How much have you earned in your life? Find out your total lifetime 
earnings — the sum total of your gross income, from the first penny you 
ever earned to your most recent paycheck. 

B. What have you got to show for it? Find out your net worth by creating 
a personal balance sheet of assets and liabilities — everything you own 
and everything you owe. 

Step 2: Being in the Present — Tracking your Life Energy 
A. How much are you trading your life energy for? Establish the actual 

costs in time and money required to maintain your job and compute 

your real hourly wage. : 
B. Keep track of every cent that comes into or goes out of your life. 

Step 3: Where is it All Going? (The Monthly Tabulation) 

A. Every month create a table of all income and all expenses within 
categories generated by your own unique spending pattern. 

B. Balance your monthly income and outgo totals. 

C. Convert “dollars” spent in each category to “hours of life energy” 
using your real hourly wage as computed in Step 2. 

Step 4: Four Questions that will Transform Your Lifel> 
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A. On your Monthly Tabulation, ask these four questions of each of your 
category totals expressed as hours of life energy and record your 

responses: 
1. Did I receive fulfillment, satisfaction and value in 

proportion to life energy spent? 
2. Is this expenditure of life energy in alignment with my 

values and life purpose? 
3. How might this expenditure change if I didn’t have to 

work for a living? 
4. Is this level of expenditure helpful to the planet? 

B. At the bottom of each category make one of the following marks: 
1. Mark a minus sign if you did not receive fulfillment 

proportional to the hours of life energy you spent or if 
not in full alignment with your values and purpose or if 

you could see expenses diminishing after Financial 

Independence. 
. Mark a plus sign if you believe increasing this 

expenditure would increase fulfillment, demonstrate 
greater personal alignment or increase after Financial 

Independence. 
3. Mark a 0 if that category is fine on all counts. 

Step 5: Making Life Energy Visible 
A. Create a large wall chart plotting the total monthly income and total 

monthly expenses from your Monthly Tabulation. Put it where you 

will see it every day. 

Step 6: Valuing Your Life Energy — Minimizing Spending 
A. Learn and practice intelligent use of your life energy (money), which 

will result in lowering your expenses and increasing your savings. This 
will create greater fulfillment, integrity and alignment in your life. 

Take a deep breath. Now let it out slowly. Yes, there is some work 

required with this program. Thats one of the reasons it’s so important to 

participate in a study group. But once you get your system set up, it’s easy to 

maintain. More importantly, this is where transformation of your lifestyle really  



takes off. By the time you complete the first six steps, you will have taken a hard 

look at exactly what you've been up to in your life so far. 

The point of getting clear about your values in the last section was to 

enable you to make choices — take actions — that express those values. What 

better place to practice this than when you're about to spend money? Reaching 

for our wallets or credit cards becomes our cue to become conscious of what 

we're doing. 

Let’s say you have identified sustainability as one of your values. 

You're in a Wisconsin grocery store in January and you're about to purchase a 

pint of fresh organic raspberries. STOP! This is a decision point. The only thing 

green during a Wisconsin winter are the evergreens and they're not growing. It’s 

obvious these berries were grown elsewhere and transported quite a distance to 

get here. To buy or not to buy? If you put the raspberries back, you're affirming 

your value of sustainability. If you pay for them, perhaps you need to ponder if 

what you really value is convenience. Either way, the YMOYL mantra is “no 

shame, no blame.” Maybe you're not quite yet ready to forego fresh berries in the 

winter. That's OK. Whatever you decide, in the end, you've brought 

consciousness to your decision. Every time you do, you strengthen that 

connection between decision and consciousness, and give your values a chance 

to speak out. YMOYL is an invaluable resource for bringing awareness to our 

spending and to the values our spending serves.  



The Natural Step 

Community engagement and motivation for changing to sustainable practices will occur 
only if people come to understand the nature of the unsustainable problems with which 
we all wrestle, and if they have access to a mental model for more sustainable behavior. 

— Torbjorn Lahti 

While nature is the ultimate sustainability expert, there are also a few 

experts in the human realm. They don’t come anywhere close in years of 

experience though! The Natural Step (TNS) is a framework of sustainability 

principles that originated in Sweden in 1990. This framework is based on 

scientific principles that tell us how Earth functions as a system. TNS 

sustainability principles and objectives are currently in use around the world 

transforming communities and businesses. 

With TNS, the process isn’t just to dive in and start doing things. First, 

“fire souls” are located within the community — people who have a burning 

interest in sustainability and in helping their communities change. Then time is 

spent educating local officials and staff. Citizens aren’t left out. They form study 

circles to learn the basics of sustainability and share ideas about what their 

community needs. Next comes the official endorsement of the operating 

principles — the declaration of an eco-municipality. Those who hold 

implementation roles in the city government and the community are educated 

and involved so everyone is working from the same set of principles. Only then 

is the sustainability framework introduced and the community inventoried 

through its sustainability framework’s lens (baseline!). Based on those results, a  



guiding vision is formed. With TNS the future is visualized first. Then you 

“backcast” and plan the steps you need to take along the way in order to 

eventually arrive at the visualized future. Finally an action plan is formed. By 

then the community, officials, implementers, and staff know what sustainability 

is, have a common and locally created vision of the future, and know what 

actions to take to make that vision reality. 

The Natural Step Guiding Objectives6 

Eliminate our community’s (family’s) contribution to fossil fuel 

dependence and to wasteful use of scarce metals and minerals. 

Eliminate our community’s (family’s) contribution to dependence upon 
persistent chemicals and wasteful use of synthetic substances. 

Eliminate our community’s (family’s) contribution to encroachment 
upon nature (e.g. land, water, forests, soil, ecosystems). 

Meet human needs fairly and efficiently. 

As you can see, these are all pretty tall orders. But this is what's required 

to have a truly sustainable community. Anything less is greenwashing. Just 

remember, it’s the end vision these objectives are reflecting. With that vision in 

mind, there are many smaller steps to be taken to arrive at the desired end. But if 

you don’t know where you want to end up, chances are really good that you'll 

never arrive. In 2001, the Swedish city Overtorned, became 100 percent fossil fuel 

free in its municipal operations. It took them 15 years to accomplish their vision, 

but by continually taking small steps toward it, it was eventually achieved. 
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Although TNS was developed for communities it is just as valid for use in 

a household. We are our own fire souls. We can educate ourselves and plan as a 

family, creating our own vision of our household's future. And we can backcast 

from that vision to create the small steps we need to take to eventually reach it. 

Another TNS idea is to start with the “low-hanging fruit” — the things that are 

easily done. That way you build a sense of accomplishment early on instead of 

getting bogged down and discouraged by a big project. Examples of household 

low-hanging fruits are replacing paper napkins with cloth, finding non-toxic 

replacements for toxic cleaning supplies, and starting a compost bin. The TNS 

guiding objectives continue to inform my journey. 

Work with your family to come up with a sustainable household vision for the 
future. Backcast and plan what steps you need to take to make it a reality. Research 
options. Be creative! Write up the plan and post it somewhere where everyone can easily 
see it — perhaps on the refrigerator door. Review it several times a year to make sure 
you're on track. Start with “low-hanging fruit” and celebrate your successes! 

Take Small Steps 

Confront the difficult when it is still easy; accomplish the great task by a series of small 
acts. 

— Tao Te Ching 

Author Anne Lamott tells the story of her brother's procrastination with a 

school report on birds that he had weeks to write. The day before the project was 

due he finally sat down to write it. But he couldn’t as he was overwhelmed by 

the enormity of the task before him. Finally, he asks their writer dad for advice.  



His sage answer was, “Bird by bird.” By breaking the assignment down into 

small segments the size of daily homework he was already used to, writing the 

big report was no longer scary. This process is also known as Kaizen. 

Kaizen, “small steps for continual improvement,”?’ is a Japanese word for 

a process first used by U.S. industry during WWII. Faced with having to rapidly 

gear up the quantity and quality of the production of goods, industry leaders 

met the challenge with a new strategy of continuously implemented small 

changes. After the war, General MacArthur noticed Japanese industry struggling 

to rebound and introduced the process there. But it isn’t limited to industrial use. 

It’s perfect for individual change as well. 

Here's why: humans have three different general areas in our brains. Our 

mid-brain contains a structure called the amygdala which is responsible for our 

emotions and the fight or flight response. The amygdala is most happy when 

everything is following a normal routine. Make a change in that routine though 

and it’s fight or flight time. The amygdala is a great asset if your house is on fire; 

it will get you out of there quickly by temporarily shutting down your rational 

brain. But as Lamott’s brother discovered, if you've got a big paper due, a 

rational brain fleeing the scene isn’t helpful. You can keep your amygdala happy 

by using Kaizen techniques. For example, a friend’s brother hates to paint. When 

a painting job looms, he tackles it 15 minutes a day, wrapping the brush in 
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plastic wrap and storing it in the refrigerator in-between times. By committing to 

just 15 minutes at the start, he isn’t overwhelmed and sometimes even enjoys it 

and ends up painting longer. 

Robert Mauerer, author of The Kaizen Way, tells the story of a woman who 

drank her tea with three teaspoons of sugar. She realized that wasn’t a healthy 

practice and resolved to forego the sugar. The first two teaspoons were quickly 

eliminated, but she wasn’t able to cut back on the third. Finally, she hit on 

removing just one or two grains of sugar more from the teaspoon with each cup. 

By the end of a few months she was happily drinking sugarless tea. If you balk at 

the thought of exercise, commit to just a minute a day, perhaps just walking up 

and down a flight of stairs. After several weeks, increase it to two minutes and so 

on. It may seem like a ridiculous amount of time that won't accomplish much, 

but by slowly working up to a good work out you develop the exercise habit 

without letting your amygdala know anything different is going on. It may take 

three or four months, but without Kaizen you know you'd still be on the couch! 

On the path to sustainabilty, change is a constant. When you find yourself 

balking at making a particular change, remember Kaizen. Perhaps you're trying 

to make too big of a change at one time. Fool your amygdala by breaking the 

change down into smaller actions until the resistance disappears.  



Clutter Clearing 

Have nothing in your houses that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful. 
— William Morris 

Get rid of things or you'll spend your whole life tidying up. 
— Marguerite Duras 

There must be more to life than having everything! 

— Maurice Sendak 

Clutter is like listening to a radio station that isn’t tuned in properly. It 

distracts us from things that matter. Sometimes we trip over it or it falls on us 

when we open the closet door. We lose our keys in it and bury that important 

paper under it. Clutter also chains us to the past, makes us feel tired and 

depressed, puts our lives on hold, and dampens our enjoyment of life. Clutter 

exacerbates procrastination making change difficult.1® 

When you take a good look at all your stuff, how do you know what's 

clutter? It’s more than just the piles you're tripping over. Clutter is anything you 

don’t use or love. All those clothes you haven't worn in a year? Clutter. That silly 

bauble your mother brought back for you from her last trip? Ditto. Clutter is also 

anything that is untidy and unorganized. That might describe your closets, 

definitely my desk, as well as the kids’ playroom that seems to have a permanent 

layer of toys scattered around it. Clutter is also too many things in too small a 

space, perhaps a bulging medicine cabinet. Anything unfinished is also clutter — 
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that needlework you started ten years ago and never finished; the buttons on top 

of the microwave waiting to be sewn back on; the scuffed up hallway walls that 

have been begging for paint for several years now; the drippy faucet. The things 

you surround yourself with should be an asset to your life and represent who 

you are in this moment. Anything that isn’t and doesn’t needs to go. 

When we're entrenched in clutter, it’s often hard to see it as clutter. 

Sometimes we become emotionally attached to stuff as if it is an extension of 

ourselves — childhood toys, greeting cards, memorabilia. Then there's all the stuff 

we keep “just in case.” Things like unused cords from computers and VCRs and 

back issues of magazines. Maybe you're a bit of a tightwad and you hang on to 

things until they're completely used up. That's fine, but not if what you're 

hanging onto is four bottles of different colored shoe polish for shoes you no 

longer own or the cover to a dish that broke years ago. Perhaps you inherited 

your clutteritis from your parents and don’t realize there's another way to live. 

Are you someone that has to have all the latest gadgets and styles? Then 

probably all your unused and unwanted “last year’s” stuff is now clutter. 

Once you remove the obvious clutter, give the remainder of your 

belongings Karen Kingston's clutter test.1? 

Does it lift my energy when I think about it or look at it? 
Listen to your body not your mind as the mind is wily and will 
want to hold on to things. It doesn’t like change, remember? 

Do I absolutely love it? 

  

'” Karen Kingston, Clear Your Clutter with Feng Shui (New York: Broadway Books, 1999) 122.  



Not do I want it because all my friends have one or my sister gave 
it to me. Is it inspiring or just OK? 
Is it genuinely useful? 

If it is useful, when did you last actually use it and when do you 
anticipate using it again? Be honest. You'll feel lighter and happier 
when you declutter your life. 

You probably think you own your stuff, but in fact your stuff owns you. 

First you pay out units of your life energy to purchase it, then haul it home to try 

to find a place to store it. Now you have to continually organize, dust, clean and 

maintain it, for as long as you both shall live. And you thought marriage was a 

commitment! 

Clutter in your home is also natural resources wasted. Correct that by 

properly stewarding its disposal. Have a garage sale. But don’t bring the 

leftovers back in the house. Give the remainder to charitable organizations. Now 

your unused items can be used and loved by others instead of manufacturing 

more of these items. Once all your clutter is cleared, you may find your home is 

too big. You can save money and have a smaller carbon footprint by trading 

down. Need another reason for reducing clutter? Clutter seems to attract more 

clutter, which costs money and natural resources. Getting rid of your clutter is an 

activity integral with sustainability practice and creates room for wholeness in 

your life.  



Question Technology 

Technology...the knack of so arranging the world that we don’t have to experience it. 
— Max Frisch 

New research estimates that the annual cost of lost productivity in the 

United States due to unnecessary digital interruption is 650 billion dollars! 

Information workers typically check email 50 times a day, instant messages 77 

times, and websites 44 times, chewing up 28 percent of their day with this mostly 

meaningless activity. Researchers found that every time there is an interruption 

time is needed to recover from the distraction —a case of the “Now where was 

I?” syndrome. It is difficult to be productive or creative in such a disruptive 

environment. Although we might not use technology to that extreme, still much 

of what passes for technological advances today is simply just more clutter in our 

lives, distracting us from what's important. Since technology is one of our 

cultural sacred cows, it deserves its own discussion. 

University of Michigan grad student Christina Wall had a sense that 

people feel totally overwhelmed by technology. So she planned a project that 

required her to live for a month with only the pre-1950 technology that would 

have been used by the typical middle-class American at that time.?! That meant 

no TV, no internet, email or even computer, no cell phones, touchtone or 

wireless, no dishwasher, microwave, IPOD, CDs/DVDs/ VCR, answering 

  

2 Matt Richtel, New York Times online, “Lost in E-mail, Tech Firms Face Self-Made Beast.” 

http://www .nytimes.com/2008/06/14/technology/14email.html?em&ex=1213588800&en=55640a5b320{7f 

60&e1=5087%0A June 14, 2008. 

2! Christina Wall, online blog, March, 18, 2007. http://retrochicky.blogspot.com/  



machines, clothes dryer, ATM or credit cards, video games, fast food, big box 

stores, frozen dinners, not even a non-stick skillet. The results surprised her. Wall 

discovered that at the end of the month she had spent less money, felt like she 

had 40 hour days, and deepened connections with friends, family, and 

neighbors. Life was surprisingly better without all the technology. 

It started with money. She gave herself an allowance of a set amount each 

week and actually had to go into the bank to get money from a teller. Since she 

was using cash for shopping, it made her more aware of what she was spending 

and less likely to pick up extra stuff (so easy with a credit card). If her friends 

invited her to join them for a movie or dinner, she sometimes had to decline 

simply because she didn’t have enough cash on hand and the bank was closed. 

Wall saved time and gas money by shopping locally (no big box stores allowed) 

and had the added benefit of getting to know the store owners and clerks that 

lived in her neighborhood as well as other neighbors she met while walking to 

the stores. She used to get up early every morning to check email and instead 

was now writing deeper, more meaningful letters to friends and family and 

sending them snail mail. Wall realized most of what she got from friends in 

email was forwarded junk without any personal news, basically a waste of time. 

A classically trained pianist, Wall now had time to practice 40 minutes a day 

again, time regained from the TV. Without a cell phone or answering machine, 

she found she needed to set up phone dates in order to talk with family and 

friends. And pre-1950 phones didn’t have stretchy cords so she couldn’t do other 

535  



things while talking. This resulted in much richer conversations as she wasn’t 

multi-tasking. Now that they couldn't “veg” in front of the TV, she and her 

husband did more things outside, including sledding. 

Wall concluded that technology isn’t inherently harmful, it’s just that we 

each need to carefully evaluate what's actually helpful for our own situation and 

make decisions accordingly. I would add that we should look to see who's trying 

to influence our decisions on technology. We have a strong cultural bias toward 

believing that new and improved is better. There is also advertising pressure as 

well as pressure from peers and even family. Technology might help or hinder 

our journey to wholeness. We just need to bring awareness to the limitations of 

technology, evaluate its true usefulness for our particular circumstances, and not 

be afraid to go against the cultural grain. It’s our life after all and our creativity. 

We need to claim it. 

Reconnecting with Nature 

Nature is not a place to visit, it is home. 
— Gary Snyder 

In all the millennia modern humans have lived on Earth, it has only been 

in the last century that the majority of people in this country have lost their 

connection with nature. Modern life insulates us at every turn. From home to 

attached garage to enclosed vehicle, we can transport ourselves for miles without 

stepping foot outside. We move from temperature controlled vehicle to  



temperature controlled supermarkets where any food we desire is flown in from 

around the world and available year round. Our children play indoors where 

they're “safe” from whatever scary things are out there and because “that’s 

where all the electrical outlets are.”?2 Our clothes go from washer to clothes 

dryer. No need for a clothesline. Unlike our ancestors, our lives are lived mostly 

indoors. Life in the twenty-first century offers little opportunity for any 

meaningful connection to nature. 

However, since nature is the sustainability expert we're turning to on this 

journey, we need to find ways to get reacquainted. The rest of the chapters in this 

book each highlight one of nature's strategies for sustainable living and my 

experiences using them. Chapters end with an exercise especially designed to get 

you reconnected with that particular aspect of nature. By the time you finish the 

book, you'll be versed in the strategies you need and will have established a 

relationship with the sustainable lifestyle expert. Your own journey to wholeness 

will be well underway. 

  

?2 Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods, (Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books, 2005) 10.  
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Appendix 

Writing Samples: 

1 “Good Eats” May 12, 2006 Stops along the Trail online 
column at www lakecountryonline.com 

. Essay “Wrapped in Wonder” read at New-Cue’s Second Annual 
Environmental Writer's Conference and Workshop in honor of Rachel 
Carson held in Boothbay Harbor, Maine in June 2002 

“Good Stewards” Summer 2002 issue of Ethical Energy 

. “Environment Pays for Burgers” May 1996 Alverno College 
Real Life Magazine 

 



Good Eats 

I'm not going to give you the details of a delicious recipe to try or suggest 

a fine new restaurant. Nope. Just wanted to let you know that the last of our 

summer migrants are now arriving. Why? Good eats! Surely you've noticed the 

explosion of green around Lake Country the last couple weeks as the grass perks 

up and leaves leaf out. Coinciding with this greening is the hatching of many, 

many inchwormes, the larval stage of the Geometridae family of moths. The eggs 

are laid near an appropriate food source so the young caterpillars have 

sustenance when they hatch. And there's nothing an inchworm likes better than 

tender, young leaves. Good eats! 

Of course this is bad news for trees. Strip a tree of its leaves and it’s unable 

to convert sunlight into food. If the situation is prolonged, the tree will 

eventually weaken and die. Birds to the rescue! There's nothing a hungry, travel- 

weary migrating bird loves more than a bellyful of juicy inchworms. Good eats! 

I thought of this last week as a garble of sweet music preceded the sight of 

brilliant orange and black orioles foraging among the leaves in a tree overhead. 

And again, as I watched the acrobatics of red-eyed vireos trying to extract every 

last morsel of caterpillar goodness from the tips of leafy branches. Birds follow 

their food north. They can’t arrive sooner than their food without risking 

survival. Nature’s bird diner is now open and her summer customers have 

arrived.  



Wrapped in Wonder 

Glimpsing a sparkling something, I turn to the window. Fairy dust! Fine 

snow blowing off the roof becomes a glitter shower in the bright light of the 

morning sun. Every window frames a different view of this fantasy show, an 

out-of-the-blue gift. Each day nature offers countless gifts of wonder and awe. 

But to paraphrase Thoreau, only that gift opens to which we are awake. A fitting 

word —awake —as in roused from sleep. For it seems our senses are often times 

asleep, dulled by hurry and a life structured around what's happening inside — 

inside our static homes, cars, and businesses. Modern life conspires to imprison 

us within artificial, controlled environments. Nature holds the get out of jail free 

card. So let's get out there and discover what tools can help us unwrap the 

wonder waiting in the world. 

Our senses are little wonder detectors that never stop feeding us clues. 

Let curiosity select one of the many. Let it grab your imagination and like a 

lifeline it will lead you to wonder. Walking through a stand of open pines, I spy a 

volleyball on the forest floor. Then another. And another. Who practices here? 

The squirrel league? Then, in a flash of recognition....puffballs! Giant white 

puffballs! Everywhere! With eyes now trained, I soon spotted them along roads 

all over the county. Like forgotten toys, they appear at the edges of wooded areas 

just as they meet up with mown yards. Then, while shuffling through leaves 

along the Bark River, I discover mushroom trees. Apparently spores found a  



habitable environment in the little nooks left by broken off branches. In them 

sprouted small magical gardens of mushrooms. Almost every tree had at least 

one. Here a branch, there a mushroom. An unusually moist fall brought these 

gifts of the fungi. 

Some gifts are delivered to the ears. Crossing a bridge over a pond, I 

heard a quiet blooping, like fish surfacing or frogs jumping in. Peering into the 

water below, at first I saw nothing. Gradually my eyes focused on some 

movement in the murky water. Turtles! Slowly, one began to pull itself up on to 

the sunny side of a half-submerged moss-covered log. Now, a larger one. Bloop! 

The little one slides back into the water making room for granddad. Bloooop! 

Now granddad retreats in response to a passing car. The scene repeats itself on 

exposed rocks and branches all over the pond; turtles doing pull-ups only to 

bloop back in whenever frightened. 

Sitting at the computer, I'm lured outside by the promise of fat flakes. The 

temperature hovers around freezing. Staring up into the grayness, I feel like 

Chicken Little. The sky is falling. Cold, wet cotton-ball-sized meteorites land on 

my face and in my hair and all around me. The experience is dizzying and a 

feeling of falling up envelops me. Looking down to steady myself, I find the path 

and head up into the woods. Now I'm detective, following the tracks of my 

predecessor, Mr. Rabbit. The snow reveals as much as it conceals. It's now easy 

to see his zigzag wanderings and snack stops. Precious gifts of winter.  



Caught up thinking the same old path no longer has anything to offer? 

Nature is constantly changing. Each day something new awaits discovery. To 

engage a sense of wonder when moving through a familiar area ask yourself, 

“What's different?” Today it was brown asparagus-looking stalks popping up all 

over near the marsh. What they turn out to be will be some future day’s 

discovery. One morning, as I hugged hello my bur oak friend standing guard at 

the marsh boardwalk, sunlight glistened in some silky strands laid across her 

bark. Ah-hah! Sure evidence of the first spiders of spring. After a few days above 

freezing the pond is looking like a tattered bit of old lace — a thinning layer of 

browning white with scattered rips of open water from whose edges emanate a 

dark weaving of cracks. A return visit a week later found the lace dissolved. A 

couple weeks after that, the pond is crisscrossed again, this time by tree 

swallows. Gleaming metallic blue in the early afternoon sun, they skim the 

surface in search of insects. Their reflections in the glass-like water make it 

appear as though they're Olympic athletes flying in the perfectly synchronized 

pairs competition. The marsh, woods, grasslands —all are living beings 

continually changing. They change in each moment, just like us. Each visit is as 

different as we are capable of noticing. 

It’s January in Wisconsin and an unseasonably warm 54 degrees. At 

Retzer Nature Center, the unmistakable sounds of thaw are already in the air. 

Not the sharp cracks of ice breaking up, but an almost imperceptible sigh from 

the earth as it releases the frozen ground grain by grain. Listening closely, the  



sigh becomes a drip, then a pooling, and a merry trickle as the pools overwhelm 

their boundaries. Trickling rivulets skip joyfully downhill to join the 

headwaters of Brandy Brook. My hand reaches in to feel its icy coldness. With it I 

receive a handful of story, a gift from these well-traveled waters. It is a lesson 

from a teacher who has been around for billions of years. 

The snows now melting are the first measurable snow we've had this 

winter. Warm air laden with moisture gathered from the Gulf of Mexico pushed 

its way northward colliding with frigid air from Canada traveling south on the 

jet stream creating a storm system that blew through just before Christmas. By 

melting its way into the brook, these Gulf water snowflakes are headed for a 

return meeting with the waters of their origin. Brandy Brook soon flows into 

Pebble Creek, which flows into the Fox River. The Fox empties into the Illinois 

River which hooks up with the Mississippi north of St. Louis. The Mississippi 

takes it the rest of the way back home to the Gulf of Mexico where the cycle 

begins again. Squatting here with a hand in Brandy Brook, an unassuming little 

stream in southeastern Wisconsin, I literally touch the watershed of the entire 

midsection of America. 

It’s important to learn to make friends with slow. Just stop. Now you're in 

receiving mode, part of the picture rather than an intruder passing through. Let 

your eyes do the moving, searching out even the slightest movement. Flitting 

from branch to branch on the bush to my right is a tiny ruby crowned kinglet.  



Out on a limb just up ahead a nuthatch is looking like a dentist drilling out an 

old filling as he pecks his way down the branch spewing chunks of bark 

along the way. Back off the path a bit, a flock of cedar waxwings pick at 

wintered-over berries, following each other from tree to tree like a group of 

young schoolgirls who can’t go to the restroom by themselves. Out in the marsh 

a cattail turns to the side and becomes the long slender neck of a sandhill crane. 

And there goes a woodchuck sliding into a hole I never noticed before beneath 

that uprooted tree. 

Next, try closing your eyes and really listening. What do you hear? What 

direction is it coming from? Notice how the wind sounds differently as it breezes 

through oak leaves or pine boughs or marsh grass. What insects can you 

distinguish? Do you hear the splashing, lapping, gurgling, crashing presence of 

water? What's that rustle in the leaves? Now, open your eyes and feel how 

attuned they are to sound. That rustle —a thrasher looking for lunch in the leaf 

debris. The buzzing — bees busy in the honeysuckle blossoms. The cacophony of 

cawing — crows letting everyone know a Coopers hawk is snooping around. The 

soft pit-pit-pit — drops of rain on the leaves heralding the arrival of a spring 

shower. 

Patience is also a grand companion on the path to wonder. Last summer, 

black ants invaded the downstairs bathroom. They hung out around the toilet 

and the cat’s food dish. Not thrilled about hosting the colony, but not wishing to  



use poison, I tried a natural treatment and placed lemon peel around the 

baseboards to ward them off. Didn't care. Next, I washed the floors with vinegar. 

No change in activity level. Our final strategy was scooping them up with sheets 

of paper and shaking them into a glass jar. Then we took them back outside and 

released them quite a distance from the house. Didn't matter. They had already 

informed all their friends and relatives about our great accommodations. 

Relocation would be a never ending activity. So we resigned from the ant 

removal business and grudgingly shared the room, warning them we would not 

even consider kitchen privileges. 

After two or three weeks, the ant population grew noticeably smaller. 

Soon there were none. Tiny wrapped packages began to appear on the floor in 

the corner though. Upon close examination, I discovered silk-encased ants, 

miniature mummies. Glancing up, I spied the mummy-maker, a well fed daddy- 

long-legs, discreetly living underneath the toilet tank. I had just stumbled into 

his pantry. 

The ants didn’t return that summer; I'm sure they went in search of a 

bathroom better cleaned of predators than ours. And daddy? When the food left 

town, apparently he went in search of a livelier diner as well. My patience was 

amply rewarded though, graced with a front row seat in the life and death 

drama of the circle of life — not to mention discovering the best non-toxic ant 

repellant ever.  



Sometimes the whole of an experience evokes mystical, mythical 

dimensions, a wonder that changes how we see ourselves in relationship to all 

else. Before the sun started throwing any rays around one late April morning, I 

positioned myself on an observation deck at the nature center to watch, as the 

‘60s singer Melanie sang, “a baby day be born.” It arrived gray, damp, and 

unseasonably cold, a less than appealing newborn in my eyes. But birds are less 

judgmental. As the curtain of darkness began to rise in this local theatre of life, I 

heard a few tentative notes like singers clearing their throats in rehearsal for the 

big show. Within minutes a whole chorus of cardinals, robins, field sparrows, 

wild turkeys, crows, red-wing blackbirds, kingbirds, chickadees, thrashers, and 

who knows what else were welcoming this gift of a day with song. 

It reminded me of a morning several weeks earlier after an all night 

soaker. In the woods, fog rose and swirled from what was left of the winter 

snows. A couple moths beat their wings rapidly as if to shake off winter's cold 

and spring's wet. Hidden behind a veil of mist, birds call, a foreign sounding mix 

of warbles, chirps, trills, caws, and coos. Somehow, I've crossed into an exotic 

land and I'm a stranger who doesn’t know the language. Yet I feel welcomed to 

join in. Humbly grateful, I offer my chant to the mix, drawn into this moment by 

a sharing of heart driven song. Now I know I am in and of this world, not 

separate from it. From this primordial soup of a morning, together we sang the 

world into being for another day.  



Coming out of the woods one evening I glanced across the marsh to watch 

the sun slide below the horizon. To my surprise and delight, wonder stared back. 

All the cattails appeared ringed in fire — the last rays of golden sun caught in the 

silky translucent fluff of the tails. Wonder can strike anytime, anywhere. There's 

no need to call ahead for an appointment or make arrangements for a baby-sitter. 

Kids of all ages are welcome. Neither time of day nor type of weather matter. 

And everything you need to receive — eyes, ears, nose, touch, even curiosity and 

an open, questioning mind — are standard issue. From a puffball tournament to 

the turtles’ slow-paced symphony to experiencing water as travelogue, nature is 

the ultimate all occasion gift wrapped in wonder. Unwrap it often. 

Good Stewards 

“We don’t like to spend money,” says Jim Behrend of the Board of 

Trustees at First Congregational Church, UCC in Hartland. But when faced with 

replacing an old inefficient furnace, they invested wisely in two strategically 

placed 94 per cent efficient furnaces. Decentralizing the system created shorter 

duct runs which reduced heat loss. New thermostats with automatic setbacks 

now regulate the heat throughout the building and ensure a lowered  



temperature during hours of non-use. The results? Almost $3,000 was saved in 

the 2001-2002 heating season as compared to the previous season, more than 

halving the bill! 

Saving money by saving energy is a tradition at First Congregational. 

Years ago, custom storm windows were installed to protect and insulate the 

stained glass windows. All other windows were triple-paned. Attic insulation 

was augmented ten years ago. New four-foot fluorescent lights were installed in 

the social room with an option to light either one or all three bulbs in the fixtures 

to provide only the level of light needed. 

Even the church’s youth group is involved. As an Earth Day project this 

year, they participated in the National Council of Churches compact fluorescent 

bulb (CFL) fundraiser, selling nearly 100 energy saving bulbs to the congregation 

for use in their homes and businesses. With some of their profits, CFL's were 

purchased and donated to the church. CFL's have now replaced incandescent 

bulbs in stairwells and outside fixtures. Energy efficiency is good stewardship. 

 



Environment Pays for Burgers 

All things are connected. Man did not weave the web of life. He is merely a strand in it. 
Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself. 

— Chief Seattle 

The human species has trouble perceiving its place in the web. We 

struggle against it like entangled insects, wrestling for independence instead of 

recognizing or interdependence. In our struggle, we damage the web. No alarm 

sounds. No idiot light lights up. So, we go about our lives unaware of the effect 

of our actions. 

But each action does have an effect. At the grocery store, as we ponder 

which package of meat to purchase, we're doing more than just playing 

cholesterol roulette. Consider the connections that meat has to the quality and 

quantity of water, the ozone layer, deforestation, world hunger, and more. 

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources says, “ Animal waste is a 

massive water pollution problem in Wisconsin.” Wisconsin's Environmental 

Decade’s Milwaukee Program Director, Sam Gieryn, says, “We have almost as 

many cattle in our state as people, producing seven times the excrement.” Unlike 

human waste, less than 1% of Wisconsin's 65,000 farm operations fall under any 

kind of regulation for treatment of animal waste. It’s a similar story nation-wide. 

America’s livestock produces 250,000 pounds of waste per second. The result? 

Lakes, rivers, and streams that are contaminated by manure runoff. About 150  



diseases, including cryptosporidiosis, can be caused by microorganisms in 

animal waste. Its high levels of phosphates, nitrates, and ammonia also disturb 

the ecological balance of waterways causing fish and bird populations to die off. 

Not only is water quality affected, but quantity as well. America’s 

livestock industry consumes the most water. Irrigation of crops grown for feed 

demands over half the water this country consumes. It’s estimated that 2,500 

gallons of water is required to turn out each pound of meat. 

Methane gas is the number one destroyer of the ozone layer. Cattle, in the 

form of belching and cow patties, are the number one producers of methane gas. 

As the ozone layer’s protective shield deteriorates, harmful rays enter the earth’s 

atmosphere contributing, among other things, to an increase in skin cancer. 

To create pasture land and feed-crop acreage for the unprecedented 

number of cattle needed to satisfy the world’s meat eaters, forests are being cut 

down. Over 260 million acres have been clear cut just in the U.S. And the tropical 

rain forest? Every year thousands of acres are cleared to graze the cattle that 

become our fast food burgers. As the rain forest goes, so goes a major oxygen 

source, winter homes for migratory birds, raw materials for lifesaving medicines, 

and about 1,000 species a year. 

Of the human species, over 60 million world-wide will starve to death this 

year. This planet grows more than enough food to feed its population, but the 

largest share goes to feed livestock. And animals are poor converters of grain to  



protein. For every pound of beef, we must invest 16 pounds of grain. What 

happens to the 15 pounds that could have fed humans? Well, let's just say we're 

back to that animal waste problem. 

The seemingly simple, insignificant act of selecting meat at the grocery 

store ripples across the web of life. Perhaps you're thinking you're just one 

person; surely the web doesn’t even feel your presence. But it does —just as 

grains of sand become a beach or snowflakes a blizzard. We must learn to 

examine our choices and carefully exercise our right to choose. And remember 

the words of Chief Seattle, “The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to 

the earth. This we know. All things are connected.” 
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