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Why do we—who have grown up within Western Civilization—have such a weird love/hate 

relationship with the Earth? We love its bounty, yet we take without gratitude, imagining that we 

are somehow separate and apart from the imperative natural processes of Nature. This is a 

chronicle of my journey to understand the origins of our mixed up relationship with the natural 

world. 

  

You are probably familiar with that image of Hamlet, dressed all in black and holding up a skull—

saying his famous soliloquy: To be, or not to be; that is the question. Only it doesn’t happen that way. 

Hamlet holds a skull in the gravedigger’s scene, not the “To be or not to be” scene, and it actually 

begins on a comic note, with lots of puns and double entendres. In one movie version I like, the 

gravedigger is played by Billy Crystal. Imagine, then, this exchange with Billy Crystal down in the 

dirt, and Hamlet crouching beside a open grave, careful not to get the knees of his tights soiled. 

Hamlet asks him how long it takes before a body returns to the elements from which it is 

composed. 

 
HAMLET How long will a man lie i' the earth ere he rot? 

  First Clown I' faith, if he be not rotten before he die—as we 

 

have many pocky corses now-a-days, that will scarce 

 

hold the laying in—he will last you some eight year 

 

or nine year: a tanner will last you nine year. 

  HAMLET Why he more than another? 

  First Clown Why, sir, his hide is so tanned with his trade, that 

 

he will keep out water a great while; and your water 

 

is a sore decayer of your whoreson dead body. 

 

Here's a skull now; this skull has lain in the earth 

 

three and twenty years. 

  HAMLET Whose was it? 

  First Clown A whoreson mad fellow's it was: whose do you think it was? 

  HAMLET Nay, I know not. 

  First Clown A pestilence on him for a mad rogue! a' poured a 

 

flagon of Rhenish on my head once. This same skull, 

 

sir, was Yorick's skull, the king's jester. 

  HAMLET This? 

  First Clown E'en that. 

  HAMLET Let me see. 



 

Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio: a fellow 

 

of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy: he hath 

 

borne me on his back a thousand times; and now, how 

 

abhorred in my imagination it is! my gorge rims at 

 

it. Here hung those lips that I have kissed I know 

 

not how oft. Where be your gibes now? your 

 

gambols? your songs? your flashes of merriment, 

 

that were wont to set the table on a roar? Not one 

 

now, to mock your own grinning? quite chap-fallen? 

 

Now get you to my lady's chamber, and tell her, let 

 

her paint an inch thick, to this favour she must 

 

come; make her laugh at that. Prithee, Horatio, tell 

 

me one thing. 

  HORATIO What's that, my lord? 

  HAMLET Dost thou think Alexander looked o' this fashion i' the earth? 

  HORATIO E'en so. 

  HAMLET And smelt so? pah! 

  HORATIO E'en so, my lord. 

  HAMLET To what base uses we may return, Horatio! Why may 

 

not imagination trace the noble dust of Alexander, 

 

till he find it stopping a bung-hole? 

  HORATIO 'Twere to consider too curiously, to consider so. 

  HAMLET No, faith, not a jot; but to follow him thither with 

 

modesty enough, and likelihood to lead it: as 

 

thus: Alexander died, Alexander was buried, 

 

Alexander returneth into dust; the dust is earth; of 

 

earth we make loam; and why of that loam, whereto he 

 

was converted, might they not stop a beer-barrel? 

 

Imperious Caesar, dead and turn'd to clay, 

 

Might stop a hole to keep the wind away: 

 

O, that that earth, which kept the world in awe, 

 

Should patch a wall to expel the winter flaw! 

   
Hamlet has endured a hard couple of months—more than his share of the thousand natural shocks 

that flesh is heir to: his beloved father, the noble king, is dead; his mother has rather hastily 

married her late husband’s brother and the two of them are reigning in Hamlet’s place; everyone 

in this farce of a royal court is believing the story that his father died of snakebite in the middle of 

winter, in the middle of Denmark; his childhood friends, and then his beloved girlfriend, are 

engaging in deceit and are spying on him. His step-father/uncle has set up a plan to have Hamlet 

assassinated in England. And worse yet, there is this mysterious apparition demanding that he 

revenge the murder of his father. Now, Hamlet has been a student at Wittenberg, Germany, the 

home of the Protestant reformer, Martin Luther. His college would have told him that there is no 



such thing as ghosts. Ghosts are only possible in the Catholic schema, with its in-between places of 

purgatory and limbo. This ghost tempting him to murder can only be an evil agent of Satan. 

Hamlet is in a dilemma: does he believe his rational education, or does he believe the empirical 

evidence before him and the others who see the ghost? This ghost he sees with his own eyes seems 

to validate Catholic superstitions his college education has discredited. So, Hamlet has come to 

question why we even bother to endure all of this turmoil and conflict we dignify under the name 

of “the human condition.” Why not just end it all if it means we might go to heaven and be done 

with it in an instant? No wonder, Shakespeare seems to suggest, the Church has made suicide a 

mortal sin punished by eternal damnation. (Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.) Hamlet muses on 

the promise of heaven, for without it, he realizes we endure all this for three score years, only to 

end up as...dirt. If we could only be sure...If we could only be sure there was a heaven. Even a hell. 

That would give some meaning to our existence. Hamlet flirts with the idea that there is no 

inherent meaning in the universe; that meaning is a human construct.  

 

For this reason, Hamlet can be seen as the first modern man. He is the first character to grapple 

with the logical consequence of what happened when the once infallible church gave way before 

the logical flaws pointed out by the Protestants who challenged it. Hamlet represents modern man 

who struggles with what is true about ultimate things.  

 

At one time, the Catholic church held all the answers in a beautifully laid out schema that 

identified man’s purpose, and a schema that defined the afterlife. But then Martin Luther started 

suggesting that the Catholic church had erred, and that there were other possible truths about the 

nature of existence. At the same time, scholars started to read ancient classic texts with their alien 

ideas, suggesting multiple gods, or even no god. What if we are nothing more than a collection of 

atoms, temporarily animated by some force (let’s call it the soul), only to die and have our atoms 

return to soil? What if the soul and body are intimately connected? So intimately connected that 

the soul does not outlive the body? These ideas were certainly available to Shakespeare, through a 

poem by Lucretius (more on that later). Hamlet certainly entertains the idea that our essence dies 

with the body, and that meaning is not inherent in the universe, but is rather a human construct. 

Human beings create meaning because it is too painful to confront the idea that we are merely 

temporary conscious bodies in an eternal exchange of matter and energy. Written in perhaps 1602, 

this play presents an agnostic understanding of the world with a tolerance for moral relativism that 

seems very modern.  

 

Or perhaps I am reading Hamlet this way, this year, my fifth year of teaching the play, because I am 

also reading a book called The Swerve, by Steven Greenblatt [2]. This National Book Award winner 

is about the rediscovery of a lengthy and lovely poem by Lucretius that was believed to have been 

lost to the ravages of Mount Vesuvius’s eruption, the burning of the libraries in Alexandria, the 

sack of Rome, the Dark Ages, and the suppression by the Catholic Church. The poem was written 

in 50 B.C.E., and is known as On the Nature of Things. It is an elegant argument for the philosophy 

of Epicurus. You have probably learned to associate Epicurus with an effete and self-absorbed life 

of hedonistic pleasure, but that is because Epicurus was systematically vilified and discredited by 

the Church. Epicurus in reality was more dangerous than that. Here is what he posited, in the 3rd 

century B.C.E. I have summarized from Greenblatt: 

 



1.  The elementary particles of matter—”the seeds of the things”—are eternal. These invisible 

particles from which the entire universe is made—from the stars to the lowliest insect—are 

indestructible and immortal, though any particular object in the universe is transitory. All 

things we observe are temporary, and the building blocks from which they are composed will 

sooner or later be redistributed. Those building blocks are permanent, in the ceaseless 

process of formation, dissolution, and redistribution.  

2. Time is not limited but infinite.  

3. The universe has no creator or designer. The particles themselves have not been made and 

cannot be destroyed. The patterns of order and disorder we observe in the world are not the 

product of any divine scheme, and have no inherent purpose intended for mankind. There 

is no end or purpose to existence, only ceaseless creation and destruction, governed entirely 

by chance.  

4. Everything comes into being as a result of a swerve. Today we understand this as random 

mutation.  

5. Nature ceaselessly experiments. All living beings have evolved through a long, complex 

process of trial and error, adaptation, and the fertile yearning of creation itself.  

6. The universe was not created for or about humans.  

7. Human society began not in a Golden Age of tranquility and plenty, a “Garden of Eden,” 

but in a primitive battle for survival.  

8. The soul dies. There is no afterlife. Death is nothing to us; we’ll be dead.  

9. All organized religions are superstitious delusions. There are no angels, demons, or ghosts—

if there is a supernatural realm with immaterial beings, that realm has no relation to us. We 

reside in a realm where only natural laws abide and with the one constant truth of the nature 

of things: of atoms combining and recombining. 

10.  The highest goal of human life is the enhancement of pleasure and the reduction of pain.  

11.  The greatest obstacle to pleasure is not pain; it is delusion. Pain comes from the delusion 

that we can somehow transcend the inevitability of natural law—the ceaseless process by 

which Julius Caesar becomes a clay stopper in a wine barrel. Acquiring power and material 

wealth is transitory, and a delusion. 

12.  Understanding the true nature of things generates deep wonder.  

 

To quote from The Swerve: “It might seem at first that this comprehension would inevitably bring 

with it a sense of cold emptiness, as if the universe had been robbed of its magic. But being 

liberated from harmful illusions is not the same as disillusionment. In Lucretius’ account the 

process is something like the reverse: it is knowing the way things are that awakens the deepest 

wonder.” 

 

Epicurus was threatening to his fellow pagan philosophers. He was accused of denying the 

existence of gods. He did not. He just held that if there is a supernatural realm, it did not interact 

with the realm of the world we inhabit. That world worked in accordance with what we now 

understand as scientific laws.  

 

It is also easy to understand why his ideas were threatening to the early Christians. Early 

Christianity was an apocalyptic religion. But as the decades, and then the centuries, progressed 



without the return of the Messiah, the focus of its rituals moved increasingly to the afterlife and a 

denial of the temporal pleasures of this world in favor of the eternal treasures in heaven. The 

church found it easy to adopt and adapt Platonic ideas to serve its ends, for Platonism insists that 

this physical world—this world of impermanence and decay—was not the real world. Rather the 

world of immutable ideas residing in some other place was the real world.  

 

We see in the writings of the church fathers an emphasis on the spiritual, rather than on the 

material. The physical world became evil, where there existed a timeless struggle between the 

temporal and the eternal, embodied in the struggle between the very real goat-footed, randy devil, 

and the ethereal sexless angels. The Original Sin of Adam and Eve took on a sexual dimension in 

the early church. Incarnation—and the sex act that engenders it—became something dirty. Females 

became associated with incarnation, and so females were the cause of man’s suffering and man’s 

fall from grace.  

 

Sexuality and morality became conflated. The very words we associate with sexual mores got 

conflated with the very ground of our being, the very stuff of our physicality: soil, dirt. Reputations 

are soiled. That behavior is dirty. There is very little of the celebration of Eros, or the life force, in 

early Christian thinking; rather there is evidence of revulsion towards Eros. Instead, the focus is on 

resurrection of the soul into some sort of non-corporeal being. On transcending incarnation, not 

reveling in it. And yet, there lingers a paradoxical yearning for the physical resurrection of the 

body, though it is a denial of chemistry and molecular biology. Even in our ideas of hell, there is a 

schizophrenia about the body. Supposedly if we are meant for punishment, our souls descend to 

hell, yet these very immaterial souls supposedly feel heat and torture. There seems to be confusion 

about just what material our souls will be composed of.  

 

In some of our Christian traditions and beliefs about the body and soul, there is much denial, 

along with revulsion. We still line our caskets with lead thinking that we can forestall the 

inevitable, the natural process of decay. This denial has disconnected us from the cycles that play 

out in the natural world. We ARE soil. Humus. Human. In fact, the name of the first man, Adam, 

means ground, or earth. It is the ground of both the nutrients that form our material being, and 

that power its movement. It is also the ground of our own decay. It is amazing in its resourceful 

efficiency. But for Epicurus, via Lucretius’s poem, soil is more than that. It is pregnant, vital and 

alive. The universe is invigorated with passionate sexual longing—the fundament into which 

Aphrodite engenders life. 

 

For when the rising spring adorns the mead, 

And a new scene of nature stands displayed, 

When teeming buds and cheerful greens appear, 

And western gales unlock the lazy year, 

The joyous birds thy welcome first express 

Whose nature songs thy genial fir confess. 

Then savage beasts bound o’er their slighted food, 

Struck with thy darts, and tempt the raging flood. 

All nature is thy gift: earth, air, and sea; 

Of all that breathes, the various progeny, 

Stung with delight, is goaded on by thee. 



O’er barren mountains, o’er the flowery plain, 

The leafy forest, and the liquid main 

Extends thy uncontrolled and boundless reign. 

Through all the living regions dost thou move 

And scatterest, where thou goest, the kindly seeds of 

 Love. 

 

Epicurus anticipated Newton, and Darwin, and matter theory and chemistry and molecular 

biology. The rediscovery of his ideas certainly precipitated the Enlightenment, and the scientific 

method. However, since the Enlightenment, we have come to a place with our science such that 

man is now a geological force. In an article from a series in the New York Times called “Managing 

Planet Earth,”[3] science writer Andrew Revkin wrote, “Human activity is such a pervasive 

influence on the planet’s ecological framework that it is no longer possible to separate people and 

nature.” Man has become a force of nature. And until very recently, we believed that we could 

interfere with ecosystems without disruption to our very existence. In fact, the concept of 

interdependent ecosystems is rather new to our collective consciousness. An example of our 

previous ignorance, or hubris, is illustrated in the passage by Steinbeck wherein the land is treated 

with violence. There is something sexual going on in that passage, but it is rape, not the fertile, 

lusty, life-giving impregnation described in the Lucretius passage. 

 
[The excerpt from The Grapes of Wrath used for the reading is included after references, below.] 
 

Unfortunately, the science and technology that emerged from the Enlightenment is not informed 

by Epicurus’ wonder. True, Science effectively eliminated superstition and supernatural 

explanations, but this gain has come at the loss of wonder and humility before Eros, the life force. 

We have distanced ourselves from the truth about soil, about dirt. It is no exaggeration to say that 

our species—most species—are dependent on a few inches of topsoil. There are over 1 billion 

organisms in a tablespoon of topsoil. It is a living thing that converts death into life and matter to 

energy, energy to matter, decomposing and composing in an endless cycle. It is the fundament—the 

bottom, a word that shares its etymology with farm. Soil; dirt; mold; humus; ground—all these 

words are related, and all are related to what it means to be human. 

 

Man has used his science and technology to become a force in nature to the point where we rival 

natural processes. We probably won’t return to a pre-technological existence, and so the idea is 

that we will engineer our way out of limits on our resources because, while there may be limits to 

natural resources, there are no limits to the human imagination. But so many of our past scientific 

solutions have been misguided. We talk about getting more yield out of an acre of soil as though 

this were the only solution to feeding the multitudes. But we have made a toxic mess of it, infusing 

our soil with too much synthetic nitrogen and weed-resistant bioengineered seeds in “a continuing 

chemical arms race against germs and pests” (Revkin). Meanwhile, human waste that could fertilize 

farmlands is treated and dumped into water, while our residual anti-depressants are showing up in 

fish and altering their behavior. 

  

There is a kind of science, though, that does approach the material world with reverence, not 

hubris or denial. We need to embrace the deep, transcendental appreciation of the atomic level of 

that most fundamental matter—dirt—understanding that dirt is infused with fertility. Soil is star 

stuff, after all. And yet we treat it like, well, like dirt. As a post scientific-revolution people, we 



probably can’t go back to personifying Nature and going around talking with a straight face about 

Eros, but short of that, what can we do to be inspired once again by the natural processes that are 

so inherently lovely? We can re-connect to soil.  

 

There are a number of groups right here in Boise that promote a reverent and sustainable 

relationship to the soil. Their answer is not technological (flogging an increased yield out of soil), 

but rather social. Let me tell you about one of them: the Tomato Independence Project, [4] part of 

the Treasure Valley Food Coalition [5]. After the Year of Idaho Food, this organization wanted to 

find a tangible way for people to participate in growing the local food economy. In this way, they 

hope to break our dependence on huge agribusiness concerns that are not in healthy relationship 

with the life force. When researching what it will take to meet their goal of having 20% of our 

food consumption be local by 2020, they found that the average American eats over 90 pounds of 

tomatoes per year. Their website states: “That’s a lot of tomatoes! And nothing tastes better than a 

tomato fresh from the garden in the summer, and nothing worse than a rock hard tomato in 

January…” 

 

They decided to make it their goal to have as many people as possible grow and/or eat local, fresh 

tomatoes in 2013. To start things off, they’ve partnered with local nurseries to provide “TIP kits” 

to anyone who wants to participate. These kits will contain things like seeds, growing instructions, 

the TIP logo, etc. They also hope to have taste testing events, seminars on caring for your plants, 

and local restaurants featuring local tomatoes. 

 

You can learn more about this organization, and others at tables in the vestibule today, or by going 

to the Green Fest today at the North End Organic Nursery. [6] You can learn about worm 

composting there, too, and create your own dirt. 

 

 We are not going to save the world, or prevent climate change by these small measures. But we are 

not going to save the world without a change in attitude. The attitude we need to cultivate is love. 

Eros. We need to learn to love the soil as if our lives depended upon it. They do. 
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A reading preceded the sermon, from The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck: 
 
The man sitting in the iron seat [of the tractor] did not look like a man; gloved, 
goggled, rubber dust mask over nose and mouth, he was a part of the monster, a 
robot in the seat. The thunder of the cylinders sounded through the country, became 
one with the air and the earth, so that earth and air muttered in sympathetic 
vibration. The driver could not control it--straight across country it went, cutting 
through a dozen farms and straight back. A twitch at the controls could swerve the 
cat’, but the driver’s hands could not twitch because the monster that built the 
tractors, the monster that sent the tractor out, had somehow got into the driver’s 
hands, into his brain and muscle, had goggled him and muzzled him--goggled his 
mind, muzzled his speech, goggled his perception, muzzled his protest. He could not 
see the land as it was, he could not smell the land as it smelled; his feet did not 
stamp the clods or feel the warmth and power of the earth. He sat in an iron seat and 
stepped on iron pedals. He could not cheer or beat or curse or encourage the 
extension of his power, and because of this he could not cheer or whip or curse or 
encourage himself. He did not know or own or trust or beseech the land. If a seed 
dropped did not germinate, it was nothing. If the young thrusting plant withered in 
drought or drowned in a flood of rain, it was no more to the driver than to the 
tractor. 
 
He loved the land no more than the bank loved the land. He could admire the 
tractor--its machined surfaces, its surge of power, the roar of its detonating 
cylinders; but it was not his tractor. Behind the tractor rolled the shining disks, 
cutting the earth with blades--not plowing but surgery, pushing the cut earth to the 
right where the second row of disks cut it and pushed it to the left; slicing blades 
shining, polished by the cut earth. And pulled behind the disks, the harrows combing 
with iron teeth so that the little clods broke up and the earth lay smooth. Behind the 
harrows, the long seeders--twelve curved iron penes erected in the foundry, orgasms 
set by gears, raping methodically, raping without passion. The driver sat in his iron 
seat and he was proud of the straight lines he did not will, proud of the tractor he did 
not own or love, of the power he could not control. And when that crop grew, and 
was harvested, no man had crumbled a hot clod in his fingers and let the earth sift 
past his fingertips. No man had touched the seed, or lusted for the growth. Men ate 
what they had not raised, had no connection with the bread. The land bore under 
iron, and under iron gradually died; for it was not loved or hated, it had no prayers 
or curses. 

 


