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Minds, hearts, and hands 

I have realized something; everyday I commit heinous environmental crimes. Because of my epiphany, it 

is a challenge to write this essay without feeling like a hypocrite, or like a politician in ill favor of the 

people. The idea that the human race has to drive the planet earth to an enduring condition, a 

sustainable state, has become a relevant conversation piece. People that care are learning and talking  

and putting their minds, hearts, and hands, into the sustainability movement. Writing about my 

willingness to care about such a huge idea as sustainability is truly personal, and I’m proud to be sharing 

these ideas. 

When I decided to write this essay, I was sitting on the porch of my apartment here in Grand Rapids. A 

typical view off my porch goes something like this: Homeless wander my street periodically and urban 

hipsters race by on fixed gear bicycles. Contractors are framing walls on the last speck of land for 

development that can be seen in the near area. A swarm of blackbirds have gathered in a dead tree, as if 

they had intended to migrate during this unusually warm winter. When I am on my porch I am reminded 

of these bizarre ebbs and flows of ecology and humanity, continuously taking place in every moment. 

 I am humbled by what is happening here in Grand Rapids. There are so many people out there taking on 

the task of sustainability. What I see now is less people talking, and more people beginning to 

demonstrate. Local, organic, holistic, collaborative; leadership is emerging from the woodwork bringing 

new models into industrial society. Change is slow, but there is a gentle nudge for it. Many people are 

taking ownership for the fate of our beautiful biosphere, which is a tremendous burden to carry, yet a 

noble one.  

As for me, I am actively living my life, and my personal journey is littered with mistakes. Everyday, I am 

forced to interact with industrial society in order to survive, and I am a criminal. I see someone 

commuting by bike to work as I motor by in a car, and I hold them in high regard. I throw away 

Styrofoam from a product I needed, and I imagine its nearly infinite life. I don’t quite have my head 

around what doing the right thing really means. Living sustainably is harder than talking about it. On 

some days, I question whether it’s possible at all. 

Thinking about “being green” is like the movie “Groundhogs Day,” a repetition of sorts.  Each time, my 

imagination paints a utopian vision of the future with sloppy and impulsive brush strokes. Then, I return 

to reality. It is an endless cycle of frustration. I am always stuck between the extremes of a brilliantly 

designed future and a discouraging present. How does one narrow the gap between the two? That’s 

where I am stuck. 

As a 27 year old young environmental professional, I pull my hair out a lot, figuratively speaking. My 

definitions of personal responsibility oscillate between what society stresses and what I feel is right deep 

down. Often times, these two ideals clash. I struggle as I want so badly to be a citizen who contributes 

positively to the world, and yet I want to bitterly challenge convention. Think about the effortless 

cooperation of other species, like a school of fish swimming with spellbinding unison.  Then think about 



how clumsy humans are when it comes to interdependency.  We move in so many different directions 

when our egos get in the way, yet we all have to survive. As a species, we are stumbling drunks 

compared to the rest of the animal kingdom. 

In fact, the sustainability movement in my eyes is a fist fight between conventional and radical, and I’m 

trapped between the aisles. All of the comfort and myriad benefits that structured society brings also 

come at a cost because our species needs to evolve. This is a challenging notion to accept, and 

uncomfortable. It is hard enough for an individual to change, so how can the whole populace undergo 

an evolution in thought and behavior?  

 I’ve spent a lot of time outside, which is where I believe most people begin to develop sensitivity to 

“green”. Outside is where a person can witness for themselves what writers pretend they can convey. I 

am a thinker.  As an adult, I now have to spend most of my time indoors, where my brain stagnates. 

When I get time, I like to walk the city streets of my neighborhood. I at least have the wisdom to know 

that the expansive thinking that comes to me in natural settings is something like a religious experience 

to me.  There are so many gentle but critical relationships in this world; I am thinking about how my 

insights from childhood come back to nurture and guide me as an adult. Childhood is probably 

something you just grow out of for a lot of people. Personally, I circle back to it often because that is 

when I grew close to something much bigger than me and challenging to grasp in full as an idea, nature. 

My awareness of nature was driven in subtle ways and over time, influencing how I think and perceive 

things around me. I tend to see my world as larger clusters of relationships and systems, versus looking 

at individuals. I believe that I learned this unique style of thinking and observing in the outdoors as a kid.  

Looking back, I now realize there is something truly majestic about being in the canopy layer of a 

hundred foot tree, admiring the complexity of a forest with childlike wonder. It is funny how things 

change.  Adulthood is ripe with anxiety, and social pressures, it is almost too easy to be distracted. Yet, 

that ability to take a step back and see EVERYTHING is a gift from childhood that I was glad to receive. I 

do it now when I get a chance, in rare moments of peace and quiet. It’s in these moments when I really 

connect with what feels like a personal mission. Those moments when I am truly with myself, albeit 

lonely, are the instances where I understand where I am trying to go. 

 I come to sustainability oriented towards problem solving and critical thinking. Everyday my mission 

changes as new problems emerge. Where does one start? There is the water, the earth, the air, and its 

inhabitants to care for. This is as true in work as it is in life. When I am at my worst, I am an adult bogged 

down with the usual challenges of life. At my best, I feel like a little kid again who is climbing trees and 

truly experiencing what is happening around me. When tomorrow comes, I hope more people stop 

viewing sustainability as a fun trend or a mere theory, and start diving in with their own minds, hearts, 

and hands. I believe a transformative wave is underway in western civilization. I think it’s less about new 

science and technology and more about learning new methods of cooperation which will be necessary 

to survive in the future. I think how we get there begins with stopping to see the possibilities and 

connections which go on and on, as I do when I sit on my own porch. 


