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July 15, 2020

Dear Martín,

Your dad was 6 when we were on sabbatical in Arusha, Tanzania.  A safari from Arusha to the edge of the Serengeti took us to Olduvai Gorge. Olduvai was already renowned as the place from which Louis and Mary Leakey brought human origins into people’s living rooms in the 1960s.
 Most spectacular was unearthing Homo habilis (“skillful human”) in 1964, a line of hominines using stone tools that dates from 2.35 to 1.5 million years ago, long before the anatomically “modern” human species that we are (Homo sapiens sapiens).


What most interested your dad, however, were remains of massive, mythical creatures like a saber-toothed tiger the size of a horse, a bighorn sheep of similar measure, and a bison-like beast double that bulk. There were other curiosities as well, long extinct and bearing little resemblance to any creatures we knew. You and your brother have a trove of books about these on the bottom shelf in the hallway, together with who knows how many about dinosaurs. Where the Wild Things Are, a favorite of your dad’s then, and yours now, was likely inspired by some Serengeti in Maurice Sendak’s imagination. 


Yet what arrested my attention were discoveries of precursors to you, me and all other modern humans. I don’t remember that we saw any ancient hominid bones, however, only heard about them. They had likely been shuttled off to Nairobi for study and safekeeping. 


I do remember a researcher’s story about a human line that had lived at Olduvai. In the corner of the big tent that shaded his dig from the equatorial sun was a partial farm plot. It was irrigated with channels that regulated water flow in different directions. By soil dating and artifacts, that plot was uralt, as the Germans say. It arced back to the beginnings of agriculture 12,000 years ago, when the Holocene began. Yet it was, he told us, a method the elders of his village in Tanzania (or was it Kenya?) knew from their ancestors.


 Is this possible? A layer at Olduvai with human practices that, over millennia, were never forgotten and were known to the person standing in front of us? Is it possible that human habits and lore have that kind of staying power even as time relentlessly tries to erase all traces of the past?


In any case, that hot afternoon at Olduvai weighed in on a big question humans have always asked: Where did we come from and how did we get here? And it raised an even bigger one: Who are we, really, in the great scheme of things?  Are we the same now as we’ve always been, or different? These perennial puzzles bubble up again as I think about the world you’re toddling into. 


Where have we come from? And how did we get here? Louise Leakey, third generation scion of the fabled family, uses an image every toddler and every kitten knows, the toilet paper you unspool like a pro. Unspooling is irresistible. And no matter how many times you’ve done it, you giggle every time the tissue piles atop your bare feet. 


There are some 400 sheets of tissue in a roll, Ms. Leakey says, and you can use them to tell Earth time. Lay out the roll down the hallway, into your room and back several times over. Then count the sheets starting from the very first one. You will need to go more than halfway, from sheet 400 to sheet 240, before first life appears. These founding members, single-celled organisms called prokaryotes, were around a very long time before multi-celled organisms evolved, called eukaryotes, the kind of cells we have. Geologists call this monotonous stretch of single-cell years “the boring billion,” so jump ahead to all those dinosaurs your brother knows by heart. They come eons later, at sheet 19, 19 before the end, 19 before your time and Eduardo’s. 


Dinosaurs lived much longer than humans have to date. They made it all the way to sheet 5. That’s 170 million years! Their death 66 million years ago ended the Age of Reptiles and opened the door for the Age of Mammals. It happened quickly and catastrophically, thanks to mass extinction initiated by a colossal meteor landing in the Yucatan and extensive volcanic eruptions in the Indian sub-continent. 


Aren’t you grateful that the sequence was as it was, the Age of Mammals after the Age of Reptiles? Had it been the other way ‘round, we’d not have known each other and laughed together, read stories or played hide n’ seek. No birthday parties, either.


Yet our particular story as a distinct mammalian species doesn’t begin when the dinosaurs end. It begins on the last half sheet, when our most distant ancestors emerge among sixteen different upright apes. You, I, Grandma Nyla and everyone you know or have ever heard about belong to a surviving line of one of those sweet sixteen. Swedish taxonomist Carl Linnaeus named us Homo sapiens sapiens—The Wise Ape. Better might have been The Knowing Ape or The Reasoning Ape, whether wise or not. Richard Leakey, Louise’s father, says we’re the only species he knows that is capable of consistently making bad choices! Bad choices, but well-reasoned. Bad judgments, but, to us, common sensical. Bad decisions we thought good.


We started marking time 30,000 generations ago, roughly 200,000 years but maybe longer. Of the upright apes we know about, three lines co-existed at the same time, if not always in the same space. (New discoveries are always being made so there may be more.) We made families with one of them, Neanderthals, and maybe a second, the Denisovan. It’s also possible that Homo denisovan was ancestor to both Homo sapiens and Homo neanderthalensis. I haven’t had my DNA read yet, but I’ll wear it as a badge of honor if I have Neanderthal genes. Most sapien humans do have some. Grandma Nyla’s and my brother-in-law, George Sitorius, knows he does. Lucky guy. And it fits him well as a life-long rancher working the savannah of the Nebraska sand hills and the bottomlands of the Platte River. Neanderthal cousins and in-laws aren’t hard to imagine. They’re kinda still around.


Our people are African by origin. That’s the short answer to where we came from. 


Carl Anthony was in Nairobi shortly after Barack Obama was elected President of the United States. Anthony commented to his taxi driver, “You must be very proud that a U. S. president has a Kenyan father and is half African.” To which the driver replied, “Sir, all the U. S. presidents are African. They all came from here.”


Some of our people stayed in Africa. But many left, both Homo sapiens and Neanderthals as well as their mixed marriage offspring. Starting about 75,000 years ago, and one step at a time, they populated much of the planet’s hospitable land, with Homo sapiens eventually becoming the only surviving hominid species. It wasn’t a single wave, though, much less a tsunami. Some even returned to Africa, again one step at a time and over millennia. In any event the singularity of Homo sapiens alone on Earth is a great exception. The historical norm is multiple species of humans living side-by-side. Will that happen again? Evolution’s full of surprises—actually it counts on them—so it’s possible.


But right now it’s just us. And where are we on your toilet roll? Homo sapien years are the last two millimeters of the very last sheet.  That’s 0.0787 inches of precious toilet tissue.  In that slender space your lifetime and mine is a sliver too thin for a Magic Marker to draw a line on the far right edge of the final sheet. In Earth time we are a blip, an eye blink; in space, a pinprick, maybe a scratch.
 Magic Markers slip off the edge.


How long will we be around? We don’t know. We do know that every species dies. None is immortal. I personally hope we match the dinosaurs’ tally. Fourteen and a half sheets of tissue is a very good run, even though all that remains of the other lines are “The dried tokens/Of their sojourn here/On the planet floor” (Maya Angelou, my favorite poet and theologian). 


Fourteen sheets doesn’t look promising, however, since we are currently driving Earth’s Sixth Mass Extinction. Mass extinctions are very rare—only five since life appeared as cyanobacteria (blue-green algae) 2.4 billion years ago. 


A mass extinction doesn’t qualify as “mass” until it deals death to 70 percent of existing species or more. Each extinction thus slashes deeply through the community of life. And while each also opens pathways to a different expression of life, the new community normally takes millions of years to come of age. Moreover, it doesn’t replicate its predecessor. The planet never dials back to the community of life it knew. There is no dialing back. Not for us, either, in the Anthropocene.


The harsh truth is that we are now creating this kind of extinction across the very community of which we are inextricably part and upon which we depend utterly. The lesson is that a diminished planet shortens our stay and running Genesis backwards brings it to a halt. It’s frightfully simple: ecocide is fratricide. We’re here, it’s wonderful, then we’re gone, all under our own power.


I don’t want to scare the bejesus out of you. Of all that is unknown to us, the densest veil covers the future. Whatever Earth’s course, our death-dealing won’t likely be the worst. That remains The Great Dying, 252 million years ago.  96 percent of early forests, almost all herbivores and marine species went the way of all flesh. And it took tens of millions of years for new life-forms to create a different life community.
 


We are, in any case, only at the onset of the mass extinction for which we are uniquely responsible. There is time to avert the worst. The bracing reality is that the rate at which we are extinguishing species of mammals, reptiles, birds, insects and plants is faster than previous extinctions, with the exception of that alien invasion by the monster meteorite in the Yucatan. So while the numbers of species ploughed under for good does not yet make “mass,” the speed portends catastrophe. Further, extinction is only part of the horror. Diminished populations, stopping short of eternal death and still surviving, may hold even more massive changes for Earth. What happens if 75 percent of insect populations die and we lose our pollinators? What happens when the nurseries of marine life—coral reefs—bleach and die? Even if we don’t care about reefs, what happens when fish, that major source of protein for humans, is not available or affordable? The Living Plant Index reports that species populations have halved since 1970, when I was already 31.
 Numbing numbers like these already signal a diminished planet.

Annie Dillard comes to mind: “Evolution loves death more than it loves you and me.”
 And she wasn’t talking about mass extinctions only. While Earth is our only home and filled with beauty, it is also hard on life, a cruel place, violent and unpredictable. To our shame, we have made it more so. 


Nonetheless Earth’s genius is to generate life in wild ways and be home to endless wonder. “In nature improbabilities are the one stock in trade,” Dillard says at Tinker creek. “The whole creation is one lunatic fringe.”
 


But I digress. The question was, What do our bones and genes, your bones and genes, remember about your origins?


Louise Leakey has been looking for fossils since she was 12. Her older family members were attending chiefly to bones. Our physical presence, especially the size and shape of cranial cavities, kept them digging. 


Now their field—paleoanthropology, the study of ancient humans through fossil evidence—is married to the exploding science of genetics. While scrutinizing old bones Louise and her colleagues now extract DNA where they can. That deepens and fills out the story of origins, if not destiny. We learn not only more about the hominid lines, we discover astonishing kinship with other creatures, virtually all other creatures. Plants, too, and fungi. Who knew we all shared a common ancestor and are related!  We’re not blood relatives but we are kin where it most counts—in the life code.

So what about your genes and their memory? 


An Augustinian friar, Gregor Mendel (1822-1884), initiated the science of heredity. He failed at most everything he tried until he entered a monastery and worked the garden. There he experimented with yellow and green peas and tracked their traits over several generations.  Some traits were dominant, others were recessive. Their patterns showed how traits are passed from parental generations to children. Mendel had discovered the laws of inheritance. He wrote them up in 1865 and 1866 papers.  Mendel, even had he been a brighter bulb than he was, could not have known what seeds of science and the future he had sown.


His papers were neglected until 1905, too late for Charles Darwin and Alfred Russell Wallace and their theories of evolution. They tried, unsuccessfully, to explain inheritance in other ways. But before too long, although a hundred years after Mendel, his laws of inheritance became the laws of genetics and a new science was born. “Genes” had been discovered. Genes, part of every cell, carry the information about the traits of every single organism, not just yellow and green peas. 


Yet Mendel, Darwin and Wallace did not, could not, know the whole story. They didn’t know about DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid). Astoundingly, the simple DNA of every cell contains the script in which the whole book of life is written, the genetic code. It’s the bond we share with all living creatures of every kind, “all our relations,” as indigenous peoples are wont to say.


A fun aside. Nyla and I were in Cambridge, England, last summer, for a short teaching gig. At the Eagle Pub we saw the corner table where James Watson and Francis Crick imbibed together regularly and where they announced to the world that they had discovered the double helix of DNA. That would make possible decoding and altering the genome of any creature. So we followed their example, at least in part, and ordered a pint apiece. Our choice? The locally crafted IPA called “Eagle DNA.”

Nor did Mendel, Darwin and Wallace know about mitochondria. Mitochondria’s primary function is to generate energy in eukaryotic cells (cells with nuclei, our kind of cells). But mitochondrial chromosomes and genes also show an evolutionary past shared with the very oldest of cells, prokaryotes (those of simple, single cell organisms).


Mitochondria are inherited maternally. And, take a seat, Martín, here is the stunner! This maternal transmission can be traced all the way back to a single woman ancestor living an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 years ago, a kind of “Eve.” (Eve is Hebrew for “bearer of life” or “mother of the living.”)  That’s how old some of your mom’s DNA memory, and yours, is! You can thank your mom that you’re an offspring of Eve. And that’s not a metaphor.


But there’s more. I won’t copy and paste from the letter to your brother about him (and you) as stardust become earthdust. I’ll only say that stardust takes you back to the beginning of beginnings, the Big Bang. I love Joanna Macy’s quip: “I just try and act my age. My atoms are 14 billion years old.” So hers are, and so yours are. That’s how old you are.


That’s not all. Today’s Santa Fe New Mexican carries a report tucked into the last page, just before the comics. It’s about “the oldest stuff on Earth,” “7-billion-year-old stardust.”
 That “stuff” is microscopic grains of a meteorite that landed in Australia. The grains are about half as old as the universe itself and older than the moon, the Earth, even our solar system.  These stardust grains, taking clump shape like granola clusters,
 were part of the swirling debris that gravity eventually pulled together to create our planet. Your body, too, carries memories of these gifts of stars that went wild and, with such meteors, showered immortality everywhere. In that those 7 billion-year-old meteor grains are also earthdust and so are you, you’re older than Earth itself, by a long shot.


I rarely think about immortality and I doubt you do. But if I did I’d bet my pension fund on achieving it by recycling my body bits with those of Earth in our home universe. That will hold true even when, billions of years from now, Earth becomes a cinder as our life-giving star, the sun, swells and burns its way to bits of its own.  “In the fullness of time, all that lives will die,”
 writes Brian Greene. The “fullness of time” is time stretched from the beginning of everything to its end, time when all that ever was, is and will be, will be no more. If the astrophysicists are right, “all that lives will die” is literally universal death, the death of the universe itself. Descartes’s “I think, therefore I am” is first amended for each of us as “I am, therefore I die,”
 then amended again for each species, ours included, then amended once more for Earth, the solar system, our galaxy and all others. That’s “the fullness of time.” Except none of us will be we here to see it—except as really wee little bits. 


So is our journey no more than “a mist of particles drifting through a cold and quiet cosmos?”
 Is it meaningless, ephemeral, without purpose?


The 4th c. Cappadocian theologians—two Gregorys, Basil and Macrina, older sister to one of the Gregorys—thought not. Although they had none of the science we have, they rightly speculated that human beings were microcosms of the macrocosm. That we embody and express the universe itself and are utterly at home as creatures of the cosmos was their theology and piety. 


Nor were they alone. The ancient Vedantic Hindu sense of self sees all reality as unified and interconnected in so primordial a way that there are no ontological boundaries between the animate and inanimate. All belong to being and all bear its value, whether rivers, trees, mountains, humans, birds, planets or insects. Gandhi, in this tradition, had a sense of self that wants to “realize brotherhood [sic!] or identity not merely with the beings called human, but…with all life, even with such things as crawl upon the earth.” “We claim descent from the same God,” he says.
 Here again is microcosm and macrocosm, individual self and cosmic self. Hindu scripture, The Bhagavad-gitā, 6: 29, reads: “A true yogi observes Me in all beings and also sees every being in Me. Indeed, the self-realized person sees Me, the same Supreme Lord, everywhere.”
 We belong, with all else, to the Cosmic Self.


While the cosmovision and cosmology of many indigenous peoples doesn’t use Vedantic language, the sense of self as belonging to all else is parallel. Thus the greeting to “all my relations.”

But now I’ve lost my train of thought and galloped off on a theological tangent. Let me return from that far region to our question: Not, what is the ultimate end of all that is, but what is your age? How old are you? 


Think of your age this way. Your body, like that of Earth’s, is 70% H2O—water, mostly salt water. “The cure for anything,” says Isak Dinesen, “is salt water: sweat, tears, or the sea.”
 


But where did the H—hydrogen—of H20—water—come from? The simplest and most common gas in the whole universe, hydrogen is so simple that some call it an atom and some a molecule. Either way, with helium, it has been omnipresent since the first beginning.  Joanna Macy is right—her atoms, and yours, are that old. It’s good to remember.


Yet that is rolls of toilet paper from where you and I are now. What if we ask only about the thread of memory from Abraham Lincoln to A. J.  Anderson, Grandma Nyla and me? Where does that put us? 


I know what I am most aware of. It’s those harrowing UN and IPCC reports of the three years since I first wrote your brother. It’s The Uninhabitable Earth by David Wallace-Wells.
  Yet you don’t need the details, since you and your brother were not only born in the hottest decade in recorded human history but in the half decade that had the hottest five years on record.
 You don’t need me to cite reports. By the time you read this in high school or college you will have lived Earth’s fever. You’ll be living in the ruins. 


Still, you may respond to this world far differently than Grandma Nyla and I. Why? Because you enter at the onset of a new life, not the end of an old one. 


Let me explain.


I’ve read stories of “the American Serengeti,” the Great Plains of the Midwest, when they teemed with herds of bison, deer, antelope and elk, packs of wolves and coyotes, innumerable black bears and even grassland Grizzlys, flocks of songbird melodies, and rivers and lakes so plentiful with fish and fowl they could be caught by hand or a simple net. And while that paints wondrous plenitude, the fact is that I’ve never felt the loss of worlds I never knew. A disappeared world like the American Serengeti doesn’t weigh on my heart or leave a gaping hole on the horizon. Atlantis is gone. I don’t miss it. 


So does it matter? The world I knew was Petersburg and, for a child, it was not only enchanting, it sufficed. You may find Brooklyn magical and sufficient, too, and never miss the absent glaciers of Glacier National Park or some lost species of flowers where you and Eduardo spent hours of your childhood, in Prospect Park. While it scares me how easily we adapt to deprivation, even loss, it’s probably essential to survival.  The losses I know may not even feel like deprivation to you.


What seems to matter most is the imprinting of childhood. At least to me, an old man, my tender years left images and memories that vividly return. I glean from them meanings I simply absorbed but didn’t reflect upon at all. By osmosis, it seems, my childhood took in nature and culture together.  It was the air we breathed and we thought no more about it than we thought about inhaling and exhaling.


Robin Wall Kimmerer, in a volume you should rummage from the library or retrieve online, Braiding Sweetgrass, mentions Evon Peter, a Gwich’in man, with whom I now identify. He says “he was raised by the river.”
 Had you asked me his meaning for my days on the Des Moines, “raised by the river” would have meant “raised near the river.” But, no, he meant “by” the river. The river formed who he was, how he saw his world and leaned into it, where and what his community was and how he belonged. I realize now that I, too, was raised by the river not just within hailing distance of it. The trees, blue herons, foxes, deer, beaver, bullheads and catfish, even the fearsome snapping turtles, somehow belonged to my person and psyche. Those I do miss. Childhood matters lifelong. I was “raised by the river” and I am grateful you spend hours in Prospect Park. You chose your parents well. 


But you do not miss Petersburg.


Put it this way. Two years ago you were a baby.  And, as Hannah Arendt says, “With each new birth, a new beginning is born into the world.”
 “Each new baby arrives in a brand-new world, contemplating a whole horizon of possibilities”
 is the version of David Wallace-Wells. 
In your case, as an anthropocene kid, you’re in a new Earth world, too. That’s a world given to you by others, like your doting parents and grandparents, and not a world you created. Nonetheless for you it’s a brand-new world. The future, then, may seem open to you, not foreboding and closed, as it does to me and Grandma Nyla many a day. You may not feel the same trauma we do, or the same eco-grief and lament. At least not as a burden you’ve long carried. You may, like us, be convinced that this planetary suffering is unjust and unnecessary, and be committed to its alleviation. Yet unlike us, that may strike you as the next big challenge and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to which you’ll commit your life’s work. Rather than, like us, an overwhelming challenge that drains away the last of our spent energies.


You may even befriend the world we leave you. Sapiens are wonderfully adept. The world moves around us in ways grand and small, and we shape to fit in.  When I think back on my own childhood and youth, the world never seemed fallen, despite what we learned in catechism class. Or maybe we just got used to the fall and made our way from there as best we could.


I think of Nelson Mandela, released after 27 years of prison and soon to be a Nobel Peace Prize recipient and the first president of post-apartheid South Africa. When he moved into his home in freedom he set apart a room with the same stingy dimensions as his cell on Robben Island. He had not only befriended his warden there, he had also befriended his meager sleeping space and the concrete exercise yard. He secured permission to plant flowers and tomatoes in the narrow strip of soil along the base of walls too high to see anything but sky. It was life where all else smelled of oppression and death. Humans are endlessly resilient, creative and adaptive. Together with a strong moral compass, a commitment to the common good and the will to live and love, resilience, creativity and adaptability are the stuff of our better angels. And sometimes our better angels prevail.



Pardon another analogy that, like all analogies, fails when pressed too far. 


For doctoral work I interviewed surviving members of the resistance against Hitler, people who plotted regime change to end the Third Reich. I often came away shaking my head in disbelief. Not only because of the extraordinary risks they took, and the presence of courage I didn’t believe myself able to rally. Rather, disbelief that somehow those terrible years added up to what seemed, from their animated retelling, the best years of their lives. 


Yet “the best years” they could not have been. These conspirators, deemed traitors by their countrymen, lost family members to bombing or the front, saw their colleagues taken to the camps, suffered prison themselves, and hardly knew if starvation could be kept at bay as the war ground to its end and kids were sent into the dark to steal potatoes. No, the best years came when, after the defeat and humiliation of the nation, they made their way to the peace and prosperity and quiet routine of the post-war years. 


Why, then, did I feel their profound investment in stories of resistance, most of it failed resistance? After all, they never succeeded. Why satisfaction and even delight in the camaraderie forged in resistance? Why would they dare to say, as one of them, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, did, that they would not have wished to live in another time?
 


Almost by accident I came upon Victor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning.
 It’s an account of his Holocaust years and from it I could only conclude that those terrible years were the times most pregnant with meaning.  Pregnant meaning and a why for lives of danger carried resisters up one mountain and down again, then up the next. One need not quote Nietzsche to understand that human beings with a robust why for living can tolerate most every how. Sometimes, like Jacob wrestling with the stranger, people are so changed in the struggle, and oddly blessed, that they take on a new identity, even a new name.
 Jacob became Israel, the one who “strove with God.” The forge may be hardship and suffering, yet amidst it and somehow bound up with it human beings arrive at another title of Frankl’s. Published but a few years after the Holocaust, he could say Yes to Life: In Spite of Everything.


I just came across “Blessing,” a poem of Pádraig  Ó Tuama’s, about receiving and giving meaning.



And I said to him:


Are there answers to all of this?



And he said:


The answer is in the story


And the story is being told.



And I said:


But there is so much pain


And she answered, plainly:



Pain will happen.




Then I said:


Will I ever find meaning?



And they said:


You will find meaning.


The answer is in the story


And the story isn’t finished.


However you lean into your world, and however you welcome or don’t welcome it, your “story isn’t finished” and you will tell it. If you find your way to say “yes to life, in spite of everything,” it will come from the meaning you found, and the meaning you gave, as you and your generation faced down the single greatest collective challenge humankind has confronted. Humans have long damaged and degraded their environments, sometimes to the point of exhaustion of their own living worlds or, more likely, the worlds of those they conquered and colonized to feed their greed. But if the stark warnings of the IPCC and the UN are as well-founded as daily apocalypse reports now make obvious, then my ancestors and I have done something qualitatively other. (Australia is aflame as I write. An area the size of Switzerland is charred and littered with millions, maybe a billion, dead animals. The “trees of ashes wave goodbye to goodbye.”
 Farther south the melt rate of the Antarctic ice sheet tripled in a decade, threatening dramatically higher seas sooner rather than later. Antarctica’s ice holds 60-90% of the world’s fresh water. That melt water, unlike water from sea ice, adds its full volume to ocean waters which then expand with rising ocean temperatures, like water in the warming pot on your stove.)  


I don’t mean only, then, that we’ve ravaged the natural world in the process of thinking we could build our way out of nature into a habitat of our own (the myth of separation). I mean we have engineered the climate system such that Earth as a whole has been set upon a new course. Something like the “evolutionary reset”
 that follows mass extinctions is the astonishing circumstance that falls to you and yours. Your vocation, your calling, your good work will be to remap the world on a different Earth for a different way of life. It will be as though you are setting out on a new age of discovery and a dangerous pilgrimage, with survival at stake. Yet you may find the meaning of that journey strangely life-giving, something like a first pregnancy. You may find in it the why that will not let you go even as you live into the unknown. You may even find unlimited enthusiasm for an unprecedented challenge. You may find yourself saying Yes to Life: In Spite of Everything and eagerly parenting a world for those who follow. 

You are not, as the Talmud says, obligated to complete the task. But neither are you free to desist from it. 


For you and Eduardo I so hope you grab hold of this adventure and make it your life. These tasks may be your chariots of fire. Not often does the chance to create civilization come knocking on your screen door. 

You will likely disinter the oldest of questions on this journey. They will not be for you quite what they were for me—the excitement of big ideas in mind-forming philosophy and theology classes. Rather than playfully academic conversations filled with late-night, late-teen bravado—we called them “bull sessions”—for you these questions will be existential. You will answer them for a different time, place and planet, with higher stakes than our ancestors knew. Responses to where we have come from and how we got here will not only be the whimsical, down-home ones of these letters: about Petersburg and Crazy Vern, dead stars and genes, Olduvai and an Age of Mammals. Rather, yours will be the truly heavy lift questions, fraught with real-time evolutionary consequences for vast stretches of space (the whole planet) and time (innumerable future generations). Questions like: How do we live as Homo dominatus, Earth’s dominant species, dominant at least for the time being? What ways of life does a new geological epoch require of us? Who are we, really? Where are we going and how do we get there?


Even a question that would have been laughed off in our bull sessions as utterly impractical and wholly out-of-season merits solitude: Why is there something rather than nothing?


These questions are another letter or two, however. Until then, dear child, all my love and Grandma Nyla’s, too.

Te amo,

Grandpa

A Letter from Larry Rasmussen to his Grand Children
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