
Live Like Me! 

  
The Place I Call Home 

  
I live in Camp Meeker, a village in a redwood forest. The roads are all one-lane; 
there is no street parking. There are no stores in Camp Meeker--just a small 
volunteer fire department and a post office in a tiny trailer.  
  
I can walk a mile and a half to the next town, Occidental. "Downtown" Occidental 
is two short blocks, with 2 grocery stores (a bohemian/health food store and a 
liquor store/general market), various shops, and a few restaurants. Entertainment 
in Occidental is rare, unless you count Saturday night karaoke in the bar at 
Negri's Italian restaurant.  
  
Every so often, a quirky little establishment called West County Herb Company 
hosts alternative entertainment. A couple of Saturday nights ago I walked there 
to hear a didgeridoo player followed by a raga duo, with one guy on flute, the 
other on tablas, and a recorded harmonium looping from a little box-shaped 
electronic device.   
  
To really hit the wild side of life--movies, bookstores, real music clubs, Asian 
food, gas stations, and so on--I have to drive about 20 minutes to the town of 
Sebastopol. I go there a few days a week, to work out at the gym, buy grocery 
items that I can't get in Occidental, and sometimes see friends in town. Because I 
understand that our global oil supply is dwindling and our climate rapidly 
destabilizing, I experience a small pinch of guilt every time I make the trip. Which 
is why, on a Saturday night, I'm more likely to walk over to West County Herb 
Company for raga and didgeridoo than attend a party “in town.”  
  
Little Sacrifices 

  
I've been thinking lately about sacrifice and how impoverished the word has 
become.  
  
I watched Rod Serling's The Twilight Zone religiously as a kid. In one episode, a 
villain dies, and finds himself in a place where he can have absolutely everything 
he wants--every luxury, every convenience, every pleasure. All he has to do is 
ask and it's instantly his. There is no tension, no uncertainty, only immediate 
gratification. The punchline of course--you can see it coming early in the show, 
as the guy slowly starts to go nuts--is that though he thinks this is heaven, it's 
really Hell.  
  
Perhaps the real-life analogs to the guy in this Twilight Zone episode are big-time 
movie or rock stars, who get whatever they want (in a sense) but frequently have 
trouble maintaining authentic relationships, and often wind up going a little nuts.  
  



But I also think this is more or less the situation for many of us in the developed 
world (even despite our financial anxiety, disappointing relationships, illnesses, 
and fear of death). Never has so much material gratification been available at 
such little (apparent) cost or effort. From customized home entertainment centers 
with 700 channels to portable ipods and smart phones, we increasingly live in 
tailor-made worlds of our favorite stimulations.  
  
The notion of sacrifice is unsexy, unfashionable and--seemingly--unnecessary. 
And its meaning has become warped.  
  
I was visiting a friend in Portland, Oregon last month, and we went to a cafe that 
serves the most shockingly fabulous milkshakes I have ever known. We both got 
the espresso mocha shake, with an agreement that, two days later, we'd stop in 
again and get different shakes. I was looking forward to trying the peanut butter 
chocolate fudge mocha shake, the very name of which causes my mouth to 
water even as I type. 
  
At my friend's home, however, his wife was angry because (known to me, though 
I hadn't been thinking of it at the time), my friend's cholesterol is too high. She 
was mad that we'd gotten milkshakes and furious that we were planning to get 
more.  
  
Special occasion, my friend protested.  
  
Magnanimously, I said, "Let's skip the milkshakes."  
  
This, to me, was a sacrifice.  
  
I also made another sacrifice during my Portland visit. I was staying with a 
different friend, who has a small house, with a big tub but no shower (actually, no 
shower curtain). The bathroom shares a very thin wall with her bedroom. One 
evening, right before my friend was about to turn off her light and sleep, I asked if 
I could draw a bath. (I like to go to bed feeling clean; I shower at night when I'm 
at home.) She said sure, the noise wouldn't bother her, she'd wear earplugs. 
  
I was aware that she was getting up for work the next day at 6 a.m. It was 
already 11 p.m., so at best, she would have seven hours of sleep. I also knew 
there was a chance that--ear plugs or no--the noise of the bath might keep her 
awake. So I chose to forgo the bath and this too, for me, was a sacrifice. 
  
A Seamless Transition 

  
Obviously, the "sacrifices" I made in Portland were not deprivations in any 
meaningful sense. But my question is: how long will any of us continue to be able 
to live in such a way that choices like those I just described can even feel like 
"sacrifices"? 



  
Another evening during that Portland visit, five of us were watching the Miami 
Heat play the Dallas Mavericks in Game 5 of the NBA finals on my buddy's big-
screen TV. (All of us were rooting passionately, though not all for the same 
team.) A major oil company commercial came on. The message was that this oil 
company was developing hydrogen fuel cells that might one day replace gasoline 
at our pumps, creating a quieter, sleeker, more efficient, pollution-free world. 
  
Everyone had a response to this commercial. My own comment was that, based 
on what I'd read, hydrogen energy was not feasible and will not be feasible at any 
foreseeable time. 
  
A friend of my godson's, about 21 years old, replied that in fact hydrogen power 
has already been developed. The problem, he explained, is that up until very 
recently, it took more energy to isolate the hydrogen atom from water than was 
actually yielded by the hydrogen fuel itself. In other words, there was a net loss of 
energy involved with using hydrogen for energy. However, he continued, as of 
today, the ratio is approximately one to one--and getting better. He was 
optimistic. 
  
I thought: What if it's true? What if hydrogen power--perfectly clean energy; the 
only waste product of which is water--becomes the next oil? Would the planet's 
human population continue to increase by a billion or so every few decades? 
Could those of us in the developed world proceed with our current lifestyles, 
continually multiplying our comforts and conveniences, in bright many-storied 
buildings, powered by hydrogen?  
  
And is this a vision of heaven or hell? 

  
And then another thought: Not that we would need to worry about this in the 
short-term, but would the amount of water produced by hydrogen energy be 
equal to--or slightly less than--the amount of water used to generate the energy? 
And if the answer is "slightly less than," might humanity eventually have to use 
up significant portions of our seas and aquifers in order to power our limitless 
luxuries?  
  
I asked the young man, "Do you think a seamless transition is possible from an 
oil-based economy to a world economy powered entirely by clean, renewable 
energy sources?" 
  
"No," he said. "Because the people who run the power companies are too 
invested in oil and in making maximum profit in the short-term. That's their 
priority, and there is no indication that that will change." 
  
"But what if every oil executive, every person with power in the entire world had a 
spiritual epiphany and suddenly realized that they must think about the impact of 



all their actions seven generations into the future, and that they must, above all, 
be good stewards of the earth? Then do you think a seamless transition to a 
renewable energy-powered world--one that preserves all our conveniences--
would be possible?"  
   
The answer in my own mind, based on what I've been reading over the last few 
years, was an unequivocal no. The magnitude of our consumption is too vast; the 
scalability and state of development of clean energy far too sketchy. 
  
"Oh sure," my godson's friend replied. "Absolutely. I took a Sustainability course 
last semester. Scientists all over the world agree that we have the resources to 
provide a pretty good lifestyle for every person on Earth. I know there are wars 
happening and starvation and one third of the world's population doesn't even 
have access to a toilet and it's a bad scene, but it could be done. We do have the 
resources to provide everyone with basic plumbing, running water, flush toilets, 
electric lights, housing--a pretty good lifestyle." 
  
"Everyone in the world can have all that? Sustainably?" 
  
He didn't blink. "Definitely. I mean, I agree with you about America and how 
much we waste. That's not sustainable. But in human history, every time we've 
gotten to the brink of disaster, humanity comes to its senses." 
  
I thought about it. "Really? Can you give me an historical example?" 
  
He was silent a moment. Then he acknowledged, "Offhand, I can't think of one." 

  
"Well," I said, "The way I see it, horrible, unspeakable, catastrophic things--
including mass extinctions--occur all the time, and nothing stops them from 
happening." 
  
"Yeah. And great, wonderful, fantastic things happen all the time as well. The 
daily news focuses on all the horrible stuff, which keeps us in a state of constant 
fear and tension. That's why I don't even look at the news anymore." 

  
Very Small Sacrifices 

  
A local friend told me something similar. He has stopped reading the news. He 
used to be a politics and world affairs junkie, but came to the conclusion that the 
news is toxic to his mind.  
   
I compulsively read the news online every day and I suspect it adds about 10 
points to my blood pressure. I never thought of it like this before, but maybe 
reading the news is a kind of sacrifice. I sacrifice my peace of mind so that I can 
be "informed," which, I imagine, makes me a more responsible citizen. Then 
again, I may just be addicted to the adrenaline hit. 



  
There are other types of sacrifices I habitually make though--extremely small 
ones--all of which involve giving up some little measure of convenience. I bring 
my own cloth bags every time I go to the grocery store, for example. I believe 
absolutely everyone should do this. How much paper and plastic would be saved 
if everyone did this?  
   
I always use the blank sides of 8 x 11 paper that has already been used once. 
When in town, I stop by the photocopy store and rummage through their box of 
discarded paper for intact one-sided pages that I can take home and use in my 
printer.  
  
When I fill up my car's gas tank and use my ATM card, I always select the option 
for the pump NOT to print a receipt. Now that is a very small piece of paper, but I 
don't believe it's negligible. (It is a sacrifice of convenience for me, since I keep 
track of all my expenses, and therefore not having a receipt means I have to jot 
down the purchase immediately in the little notepad I use for this purpose, 
whereas if I got a receipt I could just stick it in my wallet and deal with it later.) (Of 
course, the more significant sacrifice would be to not drive at all . . .) 
  
For a period of a few months last year, I got lazy and took a receipt at the gas 
pump, but this felt vaguely obscene. I think that feeling was appropriate. It is 
obscene to consume paper (or plastic, or gasoline, or other resources) I don't 
need.  
  
The impact of a small, thin gas pump receipt on trees and forests is pretty small. 
But when I respect a finite resource even at this level, it affirms the sacredness of 
each moment and the significance of every act. (The slogan of Daily Acts, a local 
sustainability organization, is: Every choice matters.)  
  
I think everyone should live like this.  
  
What Value, Personal Solutions? 

  
Okay, who am I to preach? I drive, I consume electricity. A friend and I recently 
drove 30 minutes just to take an hour-long walk on the coast. I occasionally 
consume food products that come in throw-away plastic containers.  
  
Still, I'm a relatively low-impact guy in a carelessly, ceaselessly high-impact 
culture. It isn't much to toot my horn about, but wouldn't it help if every American 
considered their environmental impact every day, in every choice they make? 
Driving less, consuming less paper and water, producing less garbage?   
  
In a widely distributed essay entitled "Forget Shorter Showers," which was 
published in Orion magazine a couple of years ago, eco-activist Derrick Jensen 
argued that personal choices are not enough to protect the planet, and that 



focusing on personal change is a "systematic misdirection." For example, Jensen 
reported, "More than 90 percent of the water used by humans is used by 
agriculture and industry" and (quoting Kirkpatrick Sale) "individual [energy] 
consumption--residential, by private car, and so on--is never more than about a 
quarter of all consumption; the vast majority is commercial, industrial, corporate, 
by agribusiness and government."  
  
Jensen concluded that the only serious-minded option available to anyone who 
truly wants to help preserve the planet's ecosystems is "acting decisively to stop 
the industrial economy" even though "those in power might try to kill us if we 
seriously impede their ability to exploit the world."  
  
Okay, well, that sounds like revolution. Are you up for it?  
  
Yet . . . if everyone conserved as much as they reasonably could--gasoline, 
electricity, paper, water, and other resources--would that have no significant 
impact?  
  
Is it not the case that our individual choices and actions are precisely what power 
big industry? If we consume less, they pollute less. How could that not be so? 

  
The bottom line is that our individual choices are all we have (whether or not we 
work, together with others, to take down modern industry!). If our lives have 
meaning, then our choices matter. It's a simple binary equation: Either we matter 
or we don't, and if we do, then each choice is important. 
  
At the Risk of . . . 
  
I may be entering an obnoxious phase of life: broadcasting my opinions about 
what other people should do.  
  
But the alternative of just keeping quiet, being "respectful," allowing people to 
find their own way and their own truth, just doesn't cut it anymore when the what-
me-worry selfish assholes of the world are so loud and ubiquitous in promoting 
their values. Why concede the public forum to the brainless? 

  
So I'm going to say: Everyone who lives in a developed country should begin (if 
they haven't already) to redefine sacrifice, and keep in mind the health of our 
planet with every choice we make and every product we buy or consume and 
every car trip we take. I'm not advocating that we deny ourselves joy. But 
understanding the cost of our pleasures and conveniences may make them that 
much more precious.  
  
I also recommend tactlessly harping on this message to all our friends and 
associates. 
  



The didgeridoo player I saw a couple of weeks ago in Occidental received his 
instruments from native Australian aborigines. He actually found one of them 
himself, on an "instrument vision quest." He played his didgeridoos with great 
skill and feeling. At the end of each piece he played, murmurs of pleasure rippled 
the room. I admire this man. 
  
At one point he reached for a plastic bottle of Dasani water to remoisten his lips. 
This man who trekked through the bush with the aboriginals, who feels the power 
of nature, who reveres the earth. And he's drinking water out of disposable 
plastic?  
  
I'll be sending him an email tonight. 
 


