Spring Cleaning Renews and Resurrects

By Christine Loughlin, OP

Spring cleaning is an ancient ritual invented by our planet a long time ago. The microbes in the
soils along with the plant and animal ‘kingdoms’ discovered ways to reuse and recycle what had
surrendered back into the system. Resurrection is the way the natural world honors the dead.
All is brought forth in new form and the whole community celebrates the rebirth and rejoices in
its self-sustaining capacity. Our human practice was in keeping with Earth practice not so long
ago before we became consumers. The red woolen coat that | wore for Sunday best had a story
before it arrived in my closet. After it was passed down, the Scotch plaid cam back to our house
in a braided rug.

In our town, community preservation has become a topic of conversation. Folks are beginning to
discern the values that guide our actions in preserving our local community. Foremost, as
individuals, families, neighborhoods, watershed we must ask—who’s in our community?
Preserving community is not a novel or new idea. It’s basic to life and only because it was
dreamed by Earth itself ages ago are we here. Through preservation and conservation a living
system becomes more complex, intricate, interdependent, amazing. Actually, we can say that
the human presence is the awakening to this amazement. However, at a recent meeting at the
American Museum of Natural History in New York, the international biologists present agreed
that the Earth household is in a spasm of extinction not experienced in 65 million years.

No living system can handle the immensity of such passing. The demise overpowers the
capacity for renewal and rebirth. Each of us is called ‘home to place’ to face this truth and begin
again the custom of spring cleaning. At Crystal Spring we begin with the garden. If an
ecosystem generates no waste and one species’ waste becomes another species’ food, then
the composting and cover cropping are attending to renewal in the soils. All the energy driving
the recovery of the garden soil flows from the sun. The health of the soil will determine which
crops are most productive this season. Last year the squashes, lettuces, and beans profited
from a wet summer. The previous dry season we enjoyed abundant tomatoes, eggplant and
peppers. The garden is embedded in the larger Earth cycles—water, wind, sun. Our
shareholders learned how embedded we are in the landscape. We eat what the garden grows
and become one with the recycling, healing, and celebration of the local Earth community.

Sometimes we hear concerns about taxes connected with community preservation. Every entity
in a living system is ‘taxed’ in the sense that it must give back to maintain the whole. In a
healthy system, the tax is commensurate with the capacity of the individual. If someone or
something in the system absorbs more than it needs or more than it can sustain, that entity
begins to ‘tax’ the whole. That organism must use the resources that belong to others to
maintain the imbalance it has set in place. The whole system begins to suffer because one
entity requires more.

In early February, New England and the world lost one of our most precious environmentalists.
Donnella Meadows died of bacterial meningitis. She lived what she believed. This was evident
in everything from resigning her tenured position at Dartmouth College in 1983 to teach as an
adjunct professor and devote more time to environmentalism to creating her eco-village in
Vermont. She was an extraordinary journalist whose eloquent essays are recorded in Global
Citizen.

In one essay she tells a story about a neighborhood in Lyme, NH that planned its own

development. Conservation easements separate the rights of land ownership into two
categories, use rights and development rights. The use rights—to live on the land, farm it, log it,
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sell it—remain with the owners. The development rights—to subdivide, build, pave—are
eliminated. To be enforceable, a conservation easement has to be conveyed to another party.
The story relates the ways that folks who live along a scenic route wanted to protect it for their
children and grandchildren. Young couples and seniors, larger land owners and smaller lot folks
found ways to give each other Christmas gifts by signing over rights. Individuals, families, the
whole neighborhood answered the foremost question—who’s in our community. Not only was
the open space and forest conserved for the human grandchildren, it was preserved for the
children of all species “down to the seventh generation.”

Community preservation must first address who’s in the community. A healthy neighborhood
includes all the creatures under the soil and above the soil, the plants and animals, and the
humans who make up the web of relationships. Land is the living space needed by all. Land
must be preserved, conserved, agricultural or recreational.

Life does not take over the planet by competition, but by cooperation, partnership, and
networking. The folks in Lyme, NH understood that. When we partner, cooperate and network,
no one in the system is ‘taxed’ beyond their means. The more that is shared the better ‘the local
household’ of the planet is managed and the more the local neighborhood thrives.

Spring cleaning is taking stock of what we no longer personally need and surrendering back into
the system what would benefit others. This letting go requires a humility. When we open
ourselves to this humility, Earth’s intelligence suddenly enlightens our way. To be guided by
such Intelligence is the only way to preserve, conserve, participate and cooperate in the very
Creation process itself.
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