

       
     Love and Apocalypse








      June 8, 2020

Dear Eduardo,

I’m back.

We were about to talk of love that’s fitted to what the virus and climate confrontation have wrought. And now we must add mass protest and recession. 
Where do these show up together? Where two or three crises fold in upon one another would be a place to test consequential love. Or possibly reform it.
Let’s start with two.

Consider Cobargo, Australia. Louise Brown lost her bookstore to the megafires of May, 2019. The same fires leveled the homes of 3,500 of her compatriots. But Louise can’t rebuild the bookstore because the coronavirus has her family and friends on lockdown and mandatory distancing. “People are incredibly tired,” she says. “You’ve thrown us a drought, you’ve thrown us a flood, you’ve thrown us a fire. And now you’ve thrown us a plague.”

Virus and climate disaster overwhelm people already “incredibly tired.” Maybe there isn’t a love for this kind of existential exhaustion. T. S. Eliot wrote years ago that people can tolerate only so much reality, and we stepped over that threshold some time ago.
 
Hard questions follow. While it’s quite easy to live and love when all is going well, how do we live and love when our world is under assault? How do we live and love if ours is a dying world and a broken society, like Australia’s?
 What manner of love takes the measure of seasonal emergencies as standard fare?  

Run with this possibility—we’re seeking “love with legs.” That’s how Cornel West describes justice.
 Love in the time of plague and climate looks like justice. Call it justice-love or, simpler still, just love.
There is yet another name for it—prophetic love. 

I have a friend here in Santa Fe, Rabbi Nahum Ward-Lev, whose splendid work, The Liberating Path of the Hebrew Prophets: Then and Now, leaves me intrigued with prophetic love as love with legs for the time of apocalypse. Apocalypse meaning the pandemic, climate disruption and more, like the largest and most sweeping campaign for racial justice in U. S. history, happening right now in the streets of more than 700 locales. 

Prophets are interpreters of history. Not to give the right account for schoolbooks, however, but to serve a love-and-justice purpose. Namely, to declare what we should turn from and turn toward, which dreams we should let go of and which we should hold tight, where we should go and how we should live. Drunk with God’s pathos, prophets are less interested in seeing what we know than in truly knowing what we see; the full gravity of the stark facts right in front of us is their obsession. 
 Granted, they sing an octave higher
 and shriller then we find comfortable. That’s intentional. Shattering indifference and raising the decibels of the anguished to a pitch the complacent cannot help but hear is their objective. For them, what some of us let pass, such as ignoring widows, generates intense indignation. Even in its lesser forms indifference to evil is a “deathblow to existence.”
 
I doubt that prophets are much fun to hang with. Who wants friends whose emotions are fierce most of the time, who get little sleep and who live with more disgust than is healthy? “God is raging in the prophet’s words,”
 says Rabbi Heschel, and so the prophets rage, too. Still, over it all hovers “an eternity of divine love” that creates a messenger of hope from a messenger of doom.
 Even amidst the ruin that people have brought upon themselves the prophets tender repentance, forgiveness, and a new start. Compassion reigns amidst the power of anger in the work of love.
 Another invitation “to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly”
 with God is offered. Behind all their rhetorical blasts and dreary warnings the prophets’ energy bends toward the people reconciled to God and rejoicing.
Jeremiah, whose railings and wailings and woe-calling rightfully earn the coin of “jeremiads,” finds God saying, “For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.” (Jeremiah 29:11)
In any event, what counts is the enduring message of the prophets, whether “then” or “now.”
 
Eduardo, imagine you are organizing a dinner party. You’d invite a few prophets to enjoy crusty fresh bread and good wine while discussing ideas about love. You might invite Amos and Isaiah to be “then” and Greta Thunberg
 and Pope Francis to be “now.” The Pope will likely have died when you read this letter twenty years hence—Oops, too late for the dinner party!—but Greta will only be in her late thirties, in the generation abutting yours. Does her voice still have the prophetic timbre we heard in forums everywhere and in the Climate Action Strikes that began with her and schoolmates when she was sixteen? Who stepped forward to join her campaign for climate justice? Did the world leaders she called upon take up non-violent love and rally to the cause? And how did she and Amos get along at the dinner party?
But what I’m most curious about is whether the dinner party came to consensus about a common prophetic message for our pregnant moment and its multiple crises. Nahum says that if they drew from Amos, Isaiah and the rest of the Hebrew prophets, they would have shared key traits. “These are the three qualities inherent in every prophet and in the prophetic stream,” he writes, “an encounter with divine love and concern for the world, courage to name oppression, and moral imagination to articulate an alternative future.”

The first of these—divine love and care—rests in the prophetic conviction that we all live “in the presence of a great love,”
 a love sufficient to embrace the whole world and the whole of our lives, a love that includes every inner journey and every outer journey, a love that spans even geological epochs. Nahum’s translation from the Hebrew for the source of this divine love is God as the “Living Presence.” The Living Presence is the presence encountered in the world-embracing love of the prophets. 

“Courage to name oppression,” the second element, we’ll take up momentarily as we listen to millions who want to find their way back to the way things were before the pandemic, back to normal. Or, in the case of those now in the streets for racial justice, find a way to be free from what has been normal. “Normal” includes what brought us both climate catastrophe and structural injustice, so it must be parsed carefully. Which elements of normal align with the plumb line of justice and which do not? If some normals mirror oppression or show ongoing discrimination, then confronting them courageously is the way of love.
The third element—moral imagination to articulate an alternative future—is the quest for “an inclusive economic and social order in which all beings would flourish.”
 
This quest is palpable right now. In the previous letter I mentioned “the new New Deal” (our “FDR” moment) and “the Green New Deal.” But they are only two of the many ways people are trying to summon an alternative future and find the way to a viable and sustainable economy, political order, and culture. With the exception of the 1960s I do not remember a time so eager for big changes. Or so resistant.
Roger Cohen wrote a New York Times opinion piece titled “No Return to the ‘Old Dispensation’: The monster of modernity must be slowed.”
 He uses T. S. Eliot’s poem, “Journey of the Magi” as his springboard. The magi, or Three Kings, return home after witnessing the birth of the Christ child, only to feel themselves ill at ease “in the old dispensation.”
 While they are physically on familiar territory in their own country, they are restless, ill at ease and out of sorts. They cannot live as they had. Why? Because of an unmasking.  “The old dispensation” of the nation is, it turns out, laden with empty promises. Their fellow citizens nonetheless cling to those promises. Consequently millions give themselves over to false gods and become “strangers with idols.”
 Thus do the Magi look for another revelation, another unveiling (apokálypsis again), not in far-off Bethlehem but at home.
Cohen next turns the COVID-19 searchlight on our country and world. Modernity, it turns out, is a monster. It’s “fast-growing inequality, diminishing class mobility, growing precariousness in the work place and broad social fracture.“
 The nation and world in need of a new dispensation is ours.
Cohen isn’t optimistic that we’ll join the Magi and reach for that dispensation: “To bet against the human tendency to relapse into old bad habits is foolish.”
 Status quo bias doesn’t budge much. Moreover, and this is my interpretation, not Cohen’s, President Trump’s talent is to ably assist in our demise, severing us from international leaderership and from the great American experiment of fashioning, from difference itself, a nation of freedom and justice—e pluribus unum.
Back to Cohen. After acknowledging that change will be hard, he says that nonetheless “a lot of people, in this quieted world [quieted by the coronavirus], have experienced some transforming miracle, such as that brought on for the Magi by an infant in a stable on a bed of straw.” They have heard Rilke’s admonition, You must change your life.

We have heard that admonition; and many are poised for a “transforming miracle” and an alternative future.
In a book in your hallway I give the name of “anticipatory communities”
 to this quest. Anticipatory communities are home places where it is possible to reimagine worlds and reorder possibilities for an ecological way of life. Anticipatory communities are places where you get up in the morning to practice the future.
These societies-in-the-making, which usually start with local communities, vary widely. Necessarily so since they form in different places with different peoples of different cultures, traditions and resources. Yet, like Nahum’s summary of the prophets’ message, they also share a trinity of distinctive marks. 
First, all of them have the qualities of a haven. That means they are a set-apart and safe place, yet are open to risk and eager to try on possibilities. You feel at home and comfortable at the same time you feel part of a great adventure together.
Second, formation in these communities happens by conscious choice and not by passive acceptance of the surrounding culture’s unwritten ethic. Eco-social virtues and mores are carefully and consciously cultivated and embodied in community practices that create a different ethos. 
Growing people up for life in a different world is one of the ends-in-view, and it’s for adults as well as children. We live at one of those times when adults have to grow up again in this sense: they need to be re-formed for a different world. The Anthropocene requires a different kind of maturity from that of late Holocene habits. I’m struck by a phrase I hear from people complaining of the behavior displayed in the White House by a President that makes Narcissus look like a pretender.
 “Were there no adults in the room?” friends ask about the latest me-distraction. No, there weren’t. Morally wise persons capable of initiating a new dispensation—“adults”—were too few to count. Instead the old dispensation and those formed to the worst of it bow and curtsy. Thus the one adult present, ironically not even yet of age, Greta Thunberg, is mocked by President Trump as having “an anger management problem” and chided by Secretary Mnuchin in Treasury as making too much of what is, after all, only “an environmental issue” (i.e., climate change).
Finally, differently formed anticipatory communities consciously take up Cohen’s work and expose the fault lines of modernity.
 Nahum includes this in both the “courage to name oppression” and creating an alternative future.
Such is “love with legs” now. It’s living in the presence of a world-embracing love; it’s holding a moral plumb line to society to expose and courageously name oppression;
 and it’s seeking an alternative future by way of communities that anticipate it, even in a time of great uncertainty, perhaps especially in a time of great uncertainty. At this very moment in Santa Fe, the mayor and city council are taking a survey to find out what people’s priorities are as we face a $100 million cut to the city budget, courtesy of King Corona. Despite the pain, “we’ll get through this” is the mood, provided we hang together as a community and agree to shared sacrifice. 
Put it this way. “Only a crisis—actual or perceived—produces real change. When that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around.” (Milton Friedman) 
Anticipatory communities work with the ideas “lying around,” occasionally creating some of them. Ideas matter. They matter immensely. But good ideas go nowhere, they just lie around, until they become good communities. Actions for an alternative future must come to expression in communities living that future. That’s how “a crisis” like our apocalypse “produces real change.”
Before turning to how prophetic love plays out for the present moment, there are two more preliminaries we should have discussed earlier but didn’t. The first is to define justice, the second is a question of you. 
Justice by definition is that which metes out what is due and shares what is prized, on the basis of fairness. 

Does that remind you of something? It should, because it matches love as equal care and equal regard as set within a moral framework where consideration for others is the same as it is for ourselves. “No difference in the fare.”
 
Did your mom recite the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag when she was naturalized a U. S. citizen?  There is a pledge within the Pledge, a pledge to “liberty and justice for all,” the same pledge I made every day in grade school the very first thing in the morning. Each of us stood beside our desk with a hand over our heart, faced the flag in the corner next to the teacher, and pledged allegiance. 
“Liberty and justice for all” is a homegrown example of justice as the same fare, measured in the same way, for everyone. If I recall correctly, we gradeschoolers didn’t pay much attention to the U. S. Constitution. But it’s on the same track.  Government’s purpose is to promote “the general welfare”—the shared common good of all for all. 
My question for you is whether you’ve studied “systemic racism” and “structural inequality” in school. Maybe it was called “institutional racism” and “organizational inequality.” Either way you’ve engaged “systems thinking.” Systems thinking about race and equality puts you in the same conceptual zone, the same frame of reference, as “structural” or “systemic” love. That’s love with the specific focus of creating the institutions, policies, laws and processes of a healthy social ecosystem. It’s love busy institutionalizing and internalizing the systems and structures of a just and loving way of life. It’s love with legs at work. “Blessed are the organized!”

All this is alive on the streets right now. People are reaching for vast systemic change, to rid the nation of 400 years of institutional racism and inequality. Accretions of anger have accumulated and exploded.
Holding together rage, peace, and big structural change is complex. I don’t know whether it’s helpful or not, but here’s a bit more about systems and people.

“Self and society are twinborn.”
 When you entered the world in 2015, you landed in a world that already had elaborate moral and cultural infrastructure and institutionalized ways of meeting life’s basic needs, whether physical, mental or spiritual needs. It had its way of life and the means, whether adequate or inadequate, for living it. 
Your parents were key to all of this at the outset. But before long, the circles widened: pre-K and Miss Abby, friends in the park and at birthday parties, days with Jenni, Brooklyn block parties, trips to the Bronx Zoo and to your Dad’s office at Fordham or your Mom’s in the clinic. Circles grew and overlapped as the weeks, months, and years passed.
Persons and systems interact reciprocally. We shape the world and the world shapes us. We create the systems that create us. We construct our habitat and our habitat “constructs” us. Being shapes doing, doing shapes being, inner journeys and outer journeys weave together. Never one without the other.
Recall what I wrote Martín about life in Petersburg. White privilege was the air we breathed. There wasn’t explicit malice of forethought about it, really no forethought at all and certainly no critical analysis and conversation. To us kids whiteness and its ways was just “natural.” It was the way life was organized, internalized and passed on. We were formed by life in that mode. 
Aside: culture as “second nature” to human beings is as natural as the natural world, or “first nature.” “We are what we eat,” is correct; and culture is a big part of the diet.
To say it differently, injustice as white privilege—and white racism—was “systemic” in the Burg. So, too, was a certain love. We looked after one another and helped when and where help was needed. We aided and abetted one another’s well-being, no questions asked. That was the ethos. My dad, granddad, friends and relatives built the house Bruce, Claudette, and I grew up in. I’m pretty sure no one was a “hired hand” any more than Dad and friends were hired hands when there was a barn-raising on some neighbor’s farm. Everyone pitching in was the system, the way things were done.
Our white privilege/racism (“Eenie, meanie, minie, moe, catch a nigger by the toe…”) and our love (equal regard and equal care for immediate neighbors) were on autopilot. Systems long in place create autopilot. Systems so shape us, and we so shape them, that they are what we think with when we think about things. They are the means by which and through which we think and act. They create and channel our behavior, whether loving or unjust.
In this case, prophetic love with legs would bring a conscious, outspoken critique to racist privilege, the critique missing in action in the Burg. As someone put it, Minnesota “n-i-c-e” sometimes means not-inclined-to critical-enquiry. 
If such tough love had arrived and traveled the route of the Hebrew prophets, or modern ones, it would have demanded that we “’fess up,” repent and turn in a different direction, a direction in keeping with the encompassing regard that issues from a bracing encounter with the Living Presence.

As I write, outrage in Minneapolis at the police killing of George Floyd, yet another unarmed black man, has taken ignited protests across the country and around the world. Floyd’s death comes after Breonna Taylor’s, shot in her bed by police carrying a no-knock search warrant for another address. And it comes after Ahmaud Arbery was killed, also by white men, in South Georgia. He, too, was unarmed, guilty of jogging while black. No charges were brought for a month against the self-appointed enforcers, until a video was leaked that unleashed public rage. Had there not been videos of Floyd’s and Arbery’s killings, their cases would likely have disappeared somewhere in the basement shadows of local systems of “justice.”
In Minnesota, a state no white citizens ever list with states in the Deep South, black people are four times, not twice, as likely to be killed by law enforcement as white people.
 The system has carried on for decades, with white indifference. The U. S. overall has black Americans dying of violence, including police violence, at twice the rate of white Americans.
Things are different this June. Millions—black, white, brown, Native, Asian—are demanding an end to systemic racism. The sign seen everywhere—Black Lives Matter—insists on the shared humanity and equal value of black lives. Fairness and equality—classic marks of justice-love—is the presenting and overriding issue. On last night’s news a protester kept saying to the reporter, “I don’t preach violence, I preach equality.” And the political cartoon in the paper today finds a person ascending a ladder to put a missing word in place for the phrase on the courthouse building. The word is EQUAL, the rest of the phrase is JUSTICE UNDER LAW, and the person climbing the ladder says, “One of these days it’ll stick.” Now may be a catalytic moment for a future when that word sticks, not least because the protesters mirror the diversity that is America— men and women, young and old, urban, suburban, rural, black, brown, Native, Asian, white.
The overriding reality encompasses far more than police brutality. The Pediatric Infectious Diseases Society reports that “structural racism is more harmful to the health and well-being of children than infectious diseases, including COVID-19.”
 Pandemics take different forms and some of them, like structural racism, go on wave after wave. What started with George Floyd’s death and police brutality has grown to take in health disparities, job discrimination, the obstacles to black-owned and other minority businesses, educational quality and gaps, promotion discrimination in the military, environmental justice and the location of toxic sites, and uneven enforcement of the laws on the books. The issues are systemic.
Cultural symbols aren’t exempt. NASCAR, the big racing organization, is removing all flags of the Confederacy, which until now have been displayed quite prominently. Moreover, one of the cars, a black one, has Compassion, Love, Understanding emblazoned along its hood and Black Lives Matter along the side. Meanwhile statues of Confederate generals or politicians are coming down and being removed from the Hall of Statuary in the U.S. Congress while the Armed Forces consider renaming military bases honoring Confederate generals. Since culture is “what we eat,” this is not trivial.
One more important thing about systems and this moment. 
The prophets were not sociologists. They didn’t conduct surveys or take polls. But they did understand a basic social science axiom: “Behavioral change often precedes attitudinal change.” We act our way into new ways of seeing and thinking through changed structures and practices. Some of these practices may be coerced—the law of the land, the stipulations of a job, the requirements of a contract or covenant, the terms of a treaty, the expectations of those we dare not disappoint. Structure, systems, institutions, and policies all stipulate actions we might not undertake if they are left to the spontaneities of the heart or voluntary impulse. Yet, by shaping our behavior from “the outside,” so to speak, they change the way we live, and in due course, our values and commitments. In a real sense, they legislate morality (immorality, too). When President Truman integrated the armed forces in 1948, and black and white soldiers trained, lived, ate, and fought together, the race-related attitudes of many in both groups changed. Those attitudes were different from the attitudes of the very same soldiers when those soldiers trained, lived, and fought in race-segregated units. Different practices, themselves compelled, led to a different relationship which in turn led to friendship and altered values.
The Civil Rights Movement engaged this kind of love, as do the current protests across the world. Not by accident was the word LOVE frequently seen on signs then and is seen now.

How does it work? When Martin Luther King , one of those who spoke often of love, broke particular laws, risked jail, and pleaded for others to do the same, he wasn’t only witnessing to non-compliance with evil; he was putting pressure on the nation to enact and enforce new laws so that a racist nation wouldn’t have to wait until racism was eradicated from each heart, mind, and soul before justice could be done for the disenfranchised. New and enforced laws would diminish the public impact of racism and eventually affect attitudes as well as behaviors. 
So if a white-owned restaurant wouldn’t admit black customers, but then had to pay punishing fines and risk arrest, chances are that customers both black and white would soon be welcomed. Maybe the wait staff as well. Perhaps even the menu would be tweaked, and advertising. Important differences fall into place and, via reformed systems, subtlety create a different ethos. 
In short, love with legs alters relationships by way of behavioral changes that precede and shape attitudinal ones. 
The old Social Gospelers of a century and more ago had this on their radar. They said they were trying to create and put in place systems through which bad people found themselves doing good things while good people were not being confronted with only bad choices. The Social Gospelers attended structurally to inequality and racism. When the first wave of feminism arose, they added forms of gender discrimination to the agenda of systemic change. (But they only did so under duress. Women in the streets and feminist prophetic critique exposed the short-sheeted justice agenda of the Social Gospel leaders.)
The aim of justice-love is, in a word, to create the day-to-day framework for all our living and loving, including the living and loving we talked about earlier—romance and wedding love, parental love, and love of the land. Good system building renders love consistent, routine and habitual. 
I know these terms—systemic love, structural love—are bloodless and won’t catch on. Your smart phone has no emoji for “systemic love,” and “structural love” won’t be lyrics in any songs you croon, either. Love with these legs doesn’t call up the passion and intimacy of the loves we feel most deeply and talked about in the previous letter. At least I hope you never say to your lover, “You can’t possibly know how much I care for you structurally.” “I love you systemically” could end a perfectly good relationship! Nonetheless, you should love your partner and family and neighbors systemically and not haphazardly, or only when you think about it or feel like it. Anarchically is not the way to love either self or neighbor.

A starter list for justice-love as we move beyond the pandemic and farther into the climate-changed and race-changed world would look something like this. The aims would be to:
reduce inequality and suffering; 

compensate loss; 

respect, protect and maximize freedom; 

pursue the common good and enhance the life quality for all; 

achieve and sustain a safe and healthy environment; 

eschew double standards and enforce the rule of law; 

foster truth and trust in government of, for and by the people.

In a good seminar an opening question elicits a response that leads to another question and other responses, more questions and more responses. Rinse and repeat. Even years into retirement, teaching this way remains an occupational hazard for me. My apologies (but not regrets). I do know that Grandpa letters aren’t supposed to morph into seminars. Nor are love letters to become essays. 
That said, there is one remaining question before the bell rings and the seminar ends. Do COVID-19, climate catastrophe and world-wide justice campaigns qualify our discussion of love? 

In two big ways they do. The first is love’s reach on a shrinking planet. The second is love’s protest against “normal.” Prophetic love rejects many current systems, structures and values. 

Let’s tackle these. 

The pandemic, climate catastrophe and justice movements have gone global in two different senses. They obviously circumvent the globe. COVID-19 now reaches every corner of the Earth except Antarctica. Climate rupture hasn’t even exempted Antarctica. The first meaning of going global, then, is the planet-wide impact of the virus and climate. Black Lives Matter isn’t far behind.
This omni-presence has been ramped up by globalization, those human constructs that girdle the planet to determine the flow of essentials like food, energy, transportation, information, and communication. Thus did the coronavirus spread quickly via persons traveling by air from China to the U. S., South Korea, Singapore, Europe, Russia and India, for starters. As one infectious disease expert put it, “a disease anywhere is a disease everywhere.”
 Global supply lines of all kinds make the present and future spread of epidemics and pandemics faster and more likely. On a different note, social media make the present and future spread of social organizing faster and likelier than was even thought possible a century ago. The protests in the wake of George Floyd’s death are happening everywhere.
A global corporate economy linked by global supply lines is also upended by climate disruption. It may be a crippling blow to global economic systems long in place. The curse of complex interdependence is that disabling events in one part of the world—sea level rise, drought and famine, hurricanes and floods, the mass migration of peoples, blocked access to critical resources, epidemic and pandemics—reverberate injuriously far from the places of origin. Ask Midwest farmers and small rural towns in the U. S. about dependence on international markets and contentious trade policy. In a globalized world their apparent remoteness and pastoral serenity are illusory. 
That pandemics and climate rupture are also profound events of the natural world itself is the second way the virus and climate alter love. 

Anthropocene natural disasters bear an unmistakable human imprint. Natural disasters are no longer natural in the way they were for the ancestors.
The human imprint is often decisive. The melting Arctic, Antarctic and Greenland, effecting sea level rise and creating very different weather patterns, even in far away places like Africa, together with those Australia droughts, fires and floods—these all circle back to humans warming the entire ecosphere by burning dirty fuels. The natural disasters of a climate system changed at human hands are different from natural disasters at a time when collective and cumulative human presence and power were too small to set nature’s course.
As I was growing up farmers often said, “Everybody talks about the weather but nobody does anything about it.” Now we do lots about it, whether talking or not.
Whatever way, shape or form the expanding human imprints on the natural world take, they expand human moral responsibility. Which is to say that love’s reach takes on new dimensions. 
Recall maxims discussed in other letters. “Planetary health is primary, human well-being is derivative” (Th. Berry) is one. “Social justice is only possible when it includes creation justice” is another. If a healthy ecosphere disappears, so do human well-being and social justice. 

If this is correct, then justice means something more than we have acknowledged and institutionalized. Now justice and justice-love means giving the whole planet its due, prizing a viable ecosphere and sharing what is necessary for its health, on the basis of fairness, fairness well beyond human-to-human treatment. Just love is still neighbor love, but “neighbor” now envelops the human and other-than-human together, today and across future generations of both. 
The virus mantra, “we’re all in this together,” also takes on expanded dimensions. Presently the operative word “all” more often than not fails to include the primal elements of earth, air, fire, and water. Nor does it take in the full community of life, from bacteria, microbes and insects to fungi, flora, and fauna. “All” usually embraces sapiens only, sitting in that very precarious position atop the food chain and regarding themselves as the best and the brightest creatures in the kingdom. To get solidarity right on a small planet with a big human world, just love needs to shed the sovereign stupor of human exceptionalism and recognize all the “essential workers” upon which our lives depend, the vast majority of whom are non-human. Apart from the kindness of these microbial strangers we can’t live at all, and don’t.
“We’re all in this together” needs interrogation for yet another reason. We say that climate system change, the coronavirus, and the campaigns to change systems impact everyone. They do, but not in the same way. Just as we don’t all breathe the same air (some is polluted, some is not) and don’t all drink the same water (some is safe, some is not) or eat the same food (some is nutritious, some is not) so also we’re in this together in very different ways. And thus far pandemic and climate fallout reproduce unjust patterns that were in place well before COVID and climate landed. COVID-19 and climate are like xrays. They display infected regions of society that were present, threatening, and sometimes death-dealing well before the xrays were taken, some of them 400 years before.
Warren Buffett, dubbed the Oracle of Omaha, uses a different image. “When the tide goes out, you discover who has been swimming naked,”
 he says, commenting to the U. S. Public Health System.
Swimming naked is another “unveiling.” Think about it as we hear, over and over again, the ache to “return to normal.” Think about it when we hear the yearning to “recover” the stability and security of the world we had. 
What return and recovery is this? Returning to normal for some is rather immediate—just get back to the decency and decorum and trust we knew before Donald Trump broke with all the norms. Just get back to the time we didn’t wear masks to the grocery store and could go with friends to the movies, a basketball game, a dance, or a barbeque.
I’m among those who ache for that return. I’ve developed an allergy to President Trump that went ballistic when he held a town hall interview in the Lincoln Memorial. Seated in his own chair at the base of the great statue of Lincoln in his, here was the leader of the party of Lincoln relishing his presence with Honest Abe. “Honest Donald” will never be Trump’s moniker, however. Nor will he be remembered for anything like Lincoln’s Second Inaugural message to a deeply divided nation at war with itself. “With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan -- to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”
The present head of the Lincoln party inverts Lincoln’s morality. “With malice toward all; charity for none” is how it goes for the anti-Lincoln. Someone worthier than he of no moral compass, compassion and empathy should sit at Lincoln’s feet.

Still, far more of the nation views normal as the return to the pre-pandemic economy. Low unemployment, a steady paycheck, 3% mortgage interest rates, an upgrade for the phone or the car, new sneakers, all that goes with a vibrant and non-partisan consumerist economy. Whether Republican or Democrat, whether President Trump and Stephen Mnuchin in Treasury, or Jerome Powell of the Federal Reserve, seemingly most everyone wants the high-performing economy back as the normal we loved and lost. 
Prophetic love does not comport with many of these naked normals, however. It does not comport with the fact that the wealthiest 400 people in the U. S. have a lower tax rate than the poorest 20% of the entire population. It does not comport with structural inequalities that reveal the still trailing effects of slave and settler colonization and capitalism. Factors like wealth and health disparities that fall heaviest on the same persons—the poor, black, brown, and migratory. Like prison populations that reflect a similar profile. Like the cheap labor of minorities and women. Like grossly insufficient public health care and uneven public education. Like government that prioritizes the least vulnerable—big corporations and persons of wealth—over protection of the most vulnerable. Like the lack of universal basic income to take care of the neediest in the richest country on Earth.

The prophets, staring at this profile and raging with God’s love, have a simple analysis that fits easily on the bumper of an old gas-guzzling New Mexico pickup: Absent justice, kingdoms fall.
 

Absent justice, kingdoms fall certainly belongs to the conviction of the protests across the country at this moment. At the same time those protests imagine a just alternative and the solidarity to achieve it. A statement of that solidarity ends a declaration of the Indigenous Environmental Network: “Together we are stronger. Together we are one family. Together we will prevail. With Love for Black Lives and Prayers for All Our Relations.” (Aside: All Our Relations means all creatures in the community of life. It’s the “all” of “We’re all in this together.” Other life forms are relatives and worthy of respect, even reverence.)
Yet if we return to normal and recover in the way Washington asks of us, then we will have inscribed anew the injustices that were all in place before the plague, swimming then at high tide. Exposed at low tide they are the nation’s underlying and pre-existing conditions that render us highly vulnerable to future pandemics and climate rupture as well as crippling social injustice. Remember, for many, like thousands of George Floyd protesters, “normal” is not what they yearn to return to, but what they yearn to be free from. The shortcomings are not, as we are prone to name them, the “flaws” of our systems and structures. Flaws can, without too much pain, be addressed and corrected. These so-called shortcomings are fissures and fault lines that require profound change and not a little pain.
Did we learn any of the lessons COVID-19 has shown us? The high stakes of initial denial; downplaying the threat; inadequate preparation for response when disaster hits; few, long-haul preventive measures in place; scapegoating, blaming others, kicking the can down the road and not taking full responsibility; favoring the privileged over the less powerful and the haves over the most vulnerable. It would literally be life-saving if we take these pandemic lessons to climate disruption. 

So where are we? Is ours the best and most opportune of times, or the worst? Is it the age of wisdom or the age of foolishness? Is it was the epoch of belief or the epoch of incredulity; the season of light or the season of darkness; the spring of hope or the winter of despair? (Dickens)
You will know the reply to Dickens, not I. The answers of history take time, time I no longer have. But however it turns out it’s certain that right now love with legs in the midst of plague offers big chances, chances for different normals. Reformed systems married to compassion can bond for a different way of life, and sometimes do.
A letter to the editor in our local paper picks up on one of the big chances, the chance to redefine “profitable.” Rosemary Zibart writes: “We need to start thinking in terms of one nation (not to mention one world) and how we can pool resources to help one another survive this crisis. Perhaps hospitals could start thinking of ‘profitable’ in terms of what saves or improves human lives. The novel coronavirus crisis might give all of us the chance to redefine ‘profitable’ in terms of what generates greater humanity, compassion, creativity, solidarity and appreciation of one another on the globe. We need to take this chance and run with it so we don’t require another global catastrophe to ignite our awareness.”

Redefining “profitable,” even if only one of the changes of systems and values, illustrates nicely the kind of work just love relishes. I would add to Zibart that the “profitable” most in need of redefining is the one in an economic system addicted to profits and power as measured by ever higher production and consumption. If “profitable” in this scheme continues the obscene inequality that it feeds and continues the extractive economy that undoes nature’s economy, it unwittingly undercuts what is genuinely profitable for a good society. Profit, prosperity, progress and abundance all need to be measured by other plumb lines.
Enough for now. There is so much more to love, even as a noun. While it is the substance of good systems, systems do not contain it. Some bonds of belonging and affection far surpass what systems can create and sustain. When the newborn’s cord is cut and the wee one is placed for the first time in the arms of the new mom, the love that flows exceeds anything that can be organized or compelled. But more about love must wait. Fortunately, we don’t have to understand love, or even talk about it, to experience it and share it. And we can get on with that every day all day long.

But if a summary is in order, Kimmerer’s, with an introduction and a little tweaking, still works well.
For the subject of this letter, love and apocaplypse, what other than prophetic love, or justice-love, might hold us, and heal, when peace, rage and big structural shifts are the demands of the moment?

That acknowledged, across all moments love is belonging, the kind of belonging in which all lives matter, the kind of belonging borne of equal regard in a shared moral framework. The loving behavior of such belonging, whether it be parental love, wedding love, love of the land, or justice-love:


*nurtures health and well-being



*protects from harm



*encourages individual [and communal] growth and 
development


*desires to be together


*generously shares resources


*works together for a common goal


*celebrates shared values


*fosters interdependence


*sacrifices for the other


*reforms systems and structures that fall short

*creates beauty.

When I’m on the road and not in lockdown, I’m often asked whether it’s “too late” to stop climate catastrophe or save the nation; and do I have hope. I usually say that hope means never to give up on life, so let’s get on with doing what we can and check in later about whether that was “too late” or not. Now I’m going to add a question: When was it ever too late to love? 
Let’s get on with it and check in later about whether it was too late.
Think of another booklet, Eduardo, with big letters and colored illustrations. The setting could be your mythical Eduardolandia, where you already spend a lot of time, and you could include your favorite mythical creatures. It would be all about how love gets its way. Call it Love & Pecc II. Or maybe The Peccable Kingdom.
Dear ones, all of you, do be safe. 

Know you are held in love,

Grandma and Grandpa

And, oh yes, two chai lattes from the Kid Koffee Shop, please.  To go. 

A Letter from Larry Rasmussen to his Grand Children
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