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First Letter to my Grandchildren: Cycles and Seasons


Dearest beloved grandchildren,

I will be writing a series of six letters to you, my dearest grandchildren, to share the experience of my sabbatical year in the Schumacher College in England. It seems a perfect old-fashioned way to learn a little more about your grandmother, just in case we would not have the good fortune to meet. I myself have never heard in person the stories of my ascendants, because I lost both my parents when I was young and have never met any of my grandparents.  I would have loved to receive a letter from any one of them and that is why it is important for me to share my story with you, now, by means of these letterres. 

Crossroads
It is the year two thousand eighteen and I am fifty-five years old. I am currently taking a master degree in Ecology and Spirituality at the Schumacher College. I decided to go back to college, despite my advanced age, because I have a lot of questions regarding the kind of world I am living in and will be leaving to you, my grandchildren. I do not feel comfortable with the path I have chosen for my life any longer and I find myself standing at a crossroads. Which way will I go next? I suspect the crossroad appeared on my journey for a reason and that a path will probably come my way, if I just let it find me. I just hope that it will “make all the difference”, just as in Robert Frost’s poem, The Road Not Taken: 
“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-
I took the one less travelled by,
And that has made all the difference”
(Frost 1916)

It all started with a book. A couple of years ago, two friends of mine, both Schumacher Alumni, wrote a book "How everything can collapse, a little manual of collapsology for the current generation” (Servigne and Stevens 2015). That small paperback was an eye-opener for me. It scattered everything I believed in and had worked for. The book scientifically substantiates how our current financial, economic and climate systems are crumbling and demonstrates, with facts and figures, that it is no longer possible to stop a total disintegration. We seem to have exceeded so many thresholds that the word “crisis” is no longer appropriate, as the whole system will simply collapse. What a shock. For many years, I have been working with corporations in Belgium to integrate more environmental and social responsibility in their businesses and I strongly believed that we were on the right track. Weren’t we all switching to renewable energy, electric cars, recycling, healthy food? I used to think that all societal problems could be overcome by technological innovation and I even wrote a book about how to make “profit for prosperity” (Denis 2014). After learning about the probability of an impending collapse, I could no longer hold on to this vision. I had been trying to save a Titanic by “making the deck chairs recyclable” (Ophuis 2011: 9). It started to dawn on me that my approach to sustainability had been based on the same economic growth logic that had created the problems in the first place and, if Albert Einstein is to be believed, we cannot solve problems with the thinking that created them. 
Once I realised this, I could no longer contribute to the “business as usual”, so I decided to jump ship and abandon the sinking Titanic and, somehow, I stranded ashore the River Dart at the Schumacher College. It has been a blessing for me to disembark on this island of beauty and wisdom and to set up my camp there for six months.

Facing reality
The first thing I was forced to do at the Schumacher College was to face reality: my generation has, as it appears, “broken” the world (Mulgan 2011). Almost every author on our reading list incriminates, directly or implicitly, the human species, and more precisely my generation, for our ecological and social predicament. As I am a child of the Anthrocopene, I am complicit in the Global-Western-White-Paternalistic-Catholic-Capitalistic-but-Democratic breaking of the world. I am born in a world of affluence and I have everything I need and want: food, clothes, travel, books, computers, phones, houses, cars etc. I am the grasshopper in the fable of “The Ant and the Grasshopper” of Jean de la Fontaine (1668), gathering rosebuds and seizing the day, trusting as little as possible in the future. I take the Cash and let the Credit go to you, my dearest grandchildren, what a nice inheritance.

It was not until recently that I realized that my selfishness might cause irreparable damage to those I love most in the world, my children and their children. It makes me profoundly sad to face this reality but I have never been one to run away from my responsibilities and I will have to learn to accept my share of this culpability. Some of the insights I gained at the Schumacher College are helping me to deal with my guilt by putting everything in a broader perspective. I want to share these insights with you, not to exonerate me of any blame, but for you to understand how we got this far and why there is still hope for you, despite the poor inheritance you are saddled with. 

I have also learned that my Catholic background may not have been the best foundation for the care for our Mother Earth. Stanford professor Lynn White Jr (1967) explains at length why he considers that medieval Christianity has laid the roots of our current ecological crisis: “Formerly man had been part of nature; now he was the exploiter of nature” (White 1967:1205). Christianity has granted man dominion over nature and has eradicated every form of paganism, of worship of nature (Taylor 2016: 272). Catholics consider nature, animals and plants to be at their service, for food, work or scientific research. I had never thought about it in this way before, but it sounds right to me. In church, we talk about compassion, helping our fellow humans, however very little is said about compassion for nature. I read the “Laudato Si” (2015) of Pope Francis and it resonated with me, even though I am not certain that an Encyclique will change age-old traditions and habits. 



From linear to cyclical thinking
I have always believed that evolution, personal or global, moves in only one direction: upwards. It is synonym for progress because, frankly, who would want to regress? Like in physics, the “Arrow of Time” does not stop or wait but it keeps moving forward towards better and more (Wheatly 2016: 46). Just look at the technological and scientific progress we made over the last 300 years! In my opinion, they were the irrefutable proof of our “progress”, until I read the book “Sapiens, a brief history of humankind” by the Jewish scholar Yval Noah Harari (2015). In his captivating style, he describes how history has not been a straight line of progress, but, on the contrary, we are poorer in many ways than our hunter-gathering ancestors and not much happier than they were. 
I have since learned that there is another way to look at evolution, not as an arrow but as a cycle. Many indigenous and eastern cultures look at evolution through a cyclical paradigm. To them, all natural processes are a matter of coming and going, of birth and death, of breathing in and breathing out, of growth and decay. In the same way that I cannot alter the seasons, I cannot rush past the natural cycles. I am not in charge because I am just a small particle living in a much larger self-regulating system, as the Gaia theory has taught me (Harding 2009). Relief can be found in the Gaia hypothesis put forward by James Lovelock and Lynn Margilis (Harding 2009). Earth is a living system, not a dead rock, and can control its global temperature and other factors so as to maintain its own habitability. To that extent, earth is alive. Many scientists still shudder at the word “alive” linked to our planet, however I find it reassuring to know that “we are embedded within a larger planetary entity that has personhood, agency and soul….”(Harding 2009: 123). It gives me a feeling of intimacy and connection that I experience as solacing. The natural cycles and feedback loops of our mother earth will ensure that she will survive! Hence, rather than to put energy in avoiding the unavoidable, I prefer to place my faith in the larger universe and attune to its natural cycle. It is a liberating feeling to realise that “every breath we take encompasses the circle of birth, death and rebirth” (Starhawk 1987: 6) and it is magical to feel that throughout live and even dead, I am part of a larger cycle of life. It puts my sense of personal failure into a much larger perspective. 

We are not the first to collapse
When Mahatma Ghandi was asked what he thought of Western civilisation, he replied by saying that “it would be a good idea”. Our “civilisation”, if we can call it that, would not be the first in history to collapse.  Historians have studied the rise and fall of the so-called “civilizations” of the last 3000 years and all of them show a remarkably similar pattern of ascendancy and collapse. It usually happens over a period of 250 years and typically goes through six stages: pioneering, conquest, commerce, affluence, intellect and decadence that lead to collapse (Glubb 1976: 24). The first signs of the decline of all civilisations appear to comprise defensiveness, materialism, nihilism, fanaticism and high levels of frivolity (Wheatly 2016: 72). This accurately describes our current times.  Researchers have allegedly found a link between the collapse of civilisations and the damages done by its “civilians” to the environment (Diamond 2005) or the social complexity of the society (Tainter 1988). Many of these theories are disputed but they have the merit of being reassuring. We will not be the first civilisation to collapse and it is comforting to know that this has not stopped the human race sofar. “The power of the world always works in circles”, as Black Elk speaks (1961).
The flow of life’s seasons
The pattern of ascendancy and collapse is remarkably consistent and is akin to the cyclic patterns in nature.  Because of our fixation with rigid calendars and a clock-proof notion of time, we have forgotten that we were born to the natural rhythm of the seasons, of the waxing and waning of the moon, of ebb and flow, of life and death, of expansion and releasing, of breathing in and breathing out.

One of our teachers, Julie Richardson, explained the ways in which the holistic foundation of Chinese medicine could be used to gain a better insight in the natural cycles. The five elements of Chinese medicine (water, wood, fire, earth, and metal) are energetically linked to stages of transformation, patterns of expansion and contraction; proliferation and withering, that can be connected to the seasons (Richardson nd; Hou 1979). Spring is a time of growth and creativity, whereas summer brings transformation and movement. Late summer is then a period of holding and nourishment before the release and cutting back on the essentials in autumn. Finally, winter is a period of restoration and reflection in order to gather the energy for the new spring. The image of the flow of seasons speaks to me. I find myself in the autumn of my life and need to let go of the superfluous luggage I carry along. Like in the “Embrace of the Serpent”, a spellbinding cinematic elegy on the indigenous peoples in the Amazon jungle (2016), I am being urged to throw my luggage overboard and continue my journey without impedimenta to the winter of my life, before my rebirth in spring, through my children and grandchildren. Unlike with regard to the linear way of thinking, death is never an end but rather a period of gestation, closely connected to the next spring. It gives me comfort to know that the circle of life will not be broken when I will no longer be around, but that lives continue in an endless cycle of expansion and contraction. 

[image: ]It is like the Tibetan Mandala I gave to your grandfather right before I started my master degree. The Mandala (circle in Sanskrit) symbolizes unity, eternity, wholeness and represents the circular movement of time. I gave it to him as a token that I would come back home after my courses at Schumacher. 
I have never been afraid of death because I lost my parents at a very young age and have always understood that death was part of life. I had not understood that the collapse of our civilisation could be viewed in the same cyclical way, not as an end, but as a new beginning. Though I sometimes relapse, I try not to feel too sad about the state of our world any longer because it is necessary for it to sink for it to raise gain. 



Letting go
It is a given: we can no longer solve the global problems we have caused, neither the environmental ones, nor the social ones. I have tried for years to change the system from within but I was impotent to influence the decision makers. For a long time, I thought it was my fault for not trying hard enough, for not finding the right buttons to press. I now realize that it was an impossible task dictated by my hubris rather than humility. As an activist, I wanted to contribute to making the world a better place. My work was meaningful, because it was aimed at changing the course of history, the natural cycles. The deceit I was subject to is thinking that I was special, that I could “transcend history, alter the seasons and ignore the arrow of time” (Wheatly 2016: 76). Thinking that humans have the power to control the universe is exactly the kind of thinking that causes the environmental crisis (Mathews 2005: 37). Instead of blaming the system, I should let the system grow old and I need not intervene as it just follows its natural cycle.

However, facing reality does not solve my crossroad puzzle. How do I find my way out? If fighting the system is not the way out, what is? For the moment I don’t know. I have just learned to accept the unraveling of my world and give up the fight, which is a bitter pill to swallow for an activist as myself. I will have to continue my search for the road that will make the difference and I will keep you informed in my next letters. 

Once I find the road less travelled by and decide to take it, I will leave a trail and it will become the road more often travelled by. I will then have to start all over again in the spirit of the cyclic thinking of this letter. 

Lots of love,

Your grandmother

PS: If you want to read more about some of the concepts in this letter, you will find a reading list below. 
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