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I am very grateful that we have all chosen to be here this weekend to contemplate the subject of 
Earth In Mind: Fueling the Future.  How abundantly blessed we all are to be among the few 
living beings on earth that are living in a time, place and circumstance that allowed us to have many 
choices available for how to invest our time this weekend. 
 
Choices…the responsibility of choice…the gift of choice…the huge, untapped potential of making 
clear, powerful choices…choice is at the heart of what I want to share with you this morning as you 
continue this colloquium of learning with the impressive array of sustainability presenters.  I want 
to speak to you about fueling the future with our choices made with earth in mind,  
 
The world we inhabit and are irretrievably interconnected with is in deep trouble, and we, as human 
beings, must choose to claim responsibility for our choices that have brought us to this critical point 
in the history of our planet. We – as well as all other life on earth – are currently living the 
cumulative results of our human choices. 
 
There is an old Chinese saying…If we don’t change direction, we will surely end up where we are 
headed. 
 
It will take enormous effort and courage to move beyond our ordinary way of doing things.  It will 
take each and every one of us, helping one another, cajoling, encouraging, connecting, acting on 
choices that arise from our deepest inclinations to affirm life.  We must keep moving toward a time 
when we finally accept…and reflect in the conduct of our lives…that our well-being is directly 
connected to the well-being of all other life on our precious planet. 
 
What’s at the heart of our existence as human beings is that there is an essential part of us that 
yearns – even clamors – for us to champion the breakthroughs necessary to restore and sustain life.  
Beyond our fears of displeasing others, invading both our and others’ comfort zones, beyond living 
out choices and journeys decided by others and blindly perpetuated through habit…beyond all those 
human frailties resides our champion…who is already very clear about what is important and has 
the courage to claim that.  Our champion is ready to reach out beyond fear to act, and has the 
creative energy to connect with the champion in others to alchemize our collective lives into a life-
affirming force. 
 
I hope our time together this weekend will connect us to one another in such a way that we are each 
moved and touched and encouraged by the champions within us. 
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Let me say right at the beginning that I am not here to speak specifically about straw-bale 
construction, even though it is my fifteen-year involvement, along with my husband and partner, 
Matts Myhrman, in helping lead that building and social revolution that informs much of what I’ll 
say. 
 
Let us be very clear…straw-bale construction, like many other innovative, potentially sustainable 
technologies, may be a catalyst of hope-filled, willful action toward a world that works again;  yet 
again, it may be just another of countless, wonderful tools, such as hydrogen fuel, solar and wind 
power, Permaculture, cooperatives, micro-enterprise revolving loans, local currencies, CSA 
(community supported agriculture) organic farms, – a long list of restorative techniques, processes 
and technologies – that remain underdeveloped, underused, and/or misused by the only force that 
can power them – human choice. 
 
No amount of our involvement with innovative technology, new ideas, new methods (or a return to 
simpler techniques) – will save us and our earth, until we also grow our ability as champions to 
develop them with wisdom, and to inspire their widespread use, within a whole and connected 
context that encompasses the well-being of the larger earth community. 
 
Let me place my presentation into a larger context, the same context that has sourced and sustained 
my work in the trenches of the commons through the years…allow me to briefly share my view of a 
world in imminent danger, how we got here, and what we might do about it, individually and 
collectively. 
 
Today every natural system on earth is in decline, some precipitously.  Now, I don’t think that 
comes as any surprise to any of us here – yet I do think that the relative comfort of our lives 
insulates us from the urgency and reality of this essential truth, which we, in varying degrees, fail to 
connect to our choices, our lives, our work.  Our “civilized”, consumer-driven, growth-oriented, 
increasingly corporatized, anthropocentric way of life is on a collision course with bio-physical 
reality…and we are all a part of that. 
 
Now, I understand…we all understand…that there are many unsustainable macro-forces that have 
been infused into our national and world systems.  Our institutions – educational, government, 
church, business, and media – mostly operate on the basis of disconnection between the natural and 
human worlds. 
 
Principally, our marketplace – and our institutions that react to and reflect the principles of the 
marketplace – too often act without regard to the long-term consequences to the complex, 
interconnected living organism of Earth.  For instance, it tells us what a tree is worth as pulp or 
2x4’s – little about it being a bank of carbon dioxide or its role in freeing oxygen, or its value as a 
soil stabilizer, and as a habitat for other species, or simply its beauty.  The marketplace gives us 5% 
of the whole picture rather than the whole 100%. 
 
While our developed regions might seem economically prosperous, our consumer economies are 
running massive ecological deficits with the rest of the planet.  That means that our comparatively 
small populations are using up far more than our share of the total pie of ecologically productive 
land available on earth.  If the rest of the world were to attain the same standard of living as North 
America, according to Wackernagel and Rees’s book Our Ecological Footprint, it would require  
nearly three additional planets – today – to provide for our consumptive and waste sink needs. 
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We know that unharnessed population growth is a huge threat to sustaining life on earth.  We in the 
“developed” world countries often cast our eyes in blame to the mythical others in underdeveloped 
countries with burgeoning populations….meanwhile, we consume 22 times the earth’s natural 
wealth to raise a child here in the United States as compared to a child in India.  So, while we must 
all invest ourselves in the challenge of containing population growth, it is here that the changes and 
the healing must begin. 
 
As someone who has worked over the past 30 years with both the oppressed and the oppressors, I 
have discovered that – in so many ways – it is easier to help empower and transform the former, 
whose major burden is severe material impoverishment and fear; while those of us in the latter 
category have to address our spiritual impoverishment and discard our well-entrenched habits. 
 
Now, the hope resides here: we in the “developed”, overly-consumptive world, can choose to 
accomplish a 6 or 7 fold increase in efficiency of resource use.  That would go a long way toward 
balancing our ecological earth share account, but to do so will require a dramatic shift in the way we 
conduct our lives.  I do believe it is doable.  I also believe that this is probably the greatest 
contribution we can make to restoring and sustaining life on our planet, both in fact, and as an 
example to “developing” countries who – unfortunately – aspire to our lifestyle. 
 
In the end, even the macro-forces of human behavior are nothing but a collection of our individual 
selves.  It’s easier, and often more comfortable, to forget that for those of us who have choice, each 
choice we make – or refuse to make – is always power-filled, because we carry over half of all 
humans and all other life systems on the back of our choices.  While it is so tempting to think of 
ourselves as powerless to make a difference, the truth is that our choices are exercised on a scale 
between denial and acceptance of the very real power of our choices. 
 
Regardless of occupation, education level, age, social or economic status…regardless of where we 
live or what language we speak, “we are all”, as Russell Banks says, “implicated in each other’s 
fates in significant ways and bear tremendous responsibility for that.”  The weight of that 
responsibility lies primarily with those of us who are gifted with choice, awareness and with 
voice...and I would add to all of you, the gift of extraordinary intelligence. 
 
I think the transformative power of our work together as champions resides in developing our 
ability to inform and inspire others…to build our lives, our technologies and our workplaces into 
bridges of learning and demonstration for the legions of people who can’t imagine how we can get 
from Here (“serving the imperatives of a consumer-driven, growth-oriented, anthropocentric 
world”) to there (“creating just, sustainable societies that bring the human species into balance with 
itself and the planet”) [thanks to another of my mentors, David Korten.] 
 
Imagine us, in response to the growing global competition for a declining natural resource base, 
taking on, as a community of informed, passionate and committed champions, the challenge of 
leading the world to a sustainable way of living.  Imagine us becoming the powerful catalyst that 
unleashes and transforms our abundant entrepreneurial and technological capacities, bringing them 
to bear on the task of learning to live within our means.  Imagine us championing a United States 
of America that earns the respect and love of the world because it led us all into a life-affirming and 
sustainable future.  Well, you may say that I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one.  But if we are to 
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turn this dream into reality we have work to do…hard work to do…joyful and meaningful work to 
do…we have a journey to take, individually and together. 
 
Becoming a champion – a source of inspiration to those we touch through our life and our work – is 
possible for us all, each in our own way.  First, we must develop the mind and heartset of a 
champion…it is a terrifying, exciting, joyful process…a process of taking our place right in the 
center of our sphere of power…centering our champion in our everyday “livingry”.  It means 
becoming a messenger for the truth about the state of our planet…it means embracing the pain and 
despair of our world, while at the same time investing more and more of our daily lives and choices 
in the world we wish to create. 
 
If I could transform one word from human language and thought, it would be the word “they.” 
 
The Moravians have a wonderful saying: 
In essentials, unity 
In non-essentials, liberty 
In all things, charity 
 
The quest to restore and sustain life on this planet is essential and it is here that we must find our 
way to unity; it is here, above all, that we can no longer afford “they” in our language and actions. 
 
As Albert Einstein reminds us, “The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same 
level of thinking we were at when we created them.” 
 
What is required is an evolutionary breakthrough in human behavior and perspective, where more 
and more of us participate in a process of deep cultural therapy. One of my principal mentors, 
Thomas Berry, calls this entering the Ecozoic Era, where we treat the natural world not as a 
collection of objects to be utilized for our human needs, however benignly (our “they” language and 
thinking) - but rather as a communion of subjects, including humans, each with natural rights, 
which, when honored, enrich our own lives also.  This is such an essential shift in how we view our 
lives in relation to other planetary life, and it is an even greater shift in the way we might source our 
choices.  Getting there is very hard work, yet I believe it is the single most essential human journey 
we can choose to undertake. 
 
The transformation of “they” is my greatest challenge – daily – as a human being who aspires to the 
attributes of a champion.  Just the mention of further budget cuts for education or people in need 
can send me into a barrage of “they” expletives…even while my champion remains very clear that 
all human behavior is the potential of the “I”. 
 
All too often I find that when my short-term personal comfort conflicts with a personal choice of 
environmental responsibility, I too easily deny that connection.  At home here in the Sonoran desert, 
for instance, Matts and I mindfully minimize water use, particularly of water heated by non-
sustainable fossil fuel…yet recently, while staying in a Motel 6 in California, I found myself 
luxuriating under a lengthy, steaming hot shower, unwilling to abandon it even while the clear, cold 
eye of my champion was consciously observing my behavior…I chose to make it someone else’s 
water and someone else’s energy consumption. 
 



5 

We all have deeply ingrained personal habits and ways of living that need to be examined (with 
gentleness and forgiveness).  There are countless small ways we deny our connection to each other 
and other life. 
 
Many of us have adopted a new technology or an innovative idea and then grafted it on to old 
paradigms and values.  Matts and I see this all the time in straw-bale construction and related 
building technologies:  a straw-bale, rammed earth, or adobe home utilizing solar energy and water 
collection systems, and then built on a hilltop of 40 virgin acres, located 20 miles away from the 
daily commute to work, with a road cut up to it, a new well dug, and all the other infrastructure and 
materials necessary to accommodate a 3,000 or 5,000 square foot house for a couple or one family. 
 
Embracing simplicity as a way of life is prerequisite to life-affirming choices. Simplicity is 
necessary in a world of burgeoning population and finite resources. 
 
What we must experience, and demonstrate to others we hope to inspire to step in our path, is that 
living the life of simplicity that cherishes other life is a life that exudes gratitude and joy.  Less is 
truly more.  I firmly believe our life is blocked from joy (to be distinguished from short-term 
pleasure) in any place where we are using more of our commons than is necessary. 
 
It’s often like we’ve gotten the words, we kind of know what this new eco-conscious life should 
look like, we even do a lot of it here and there – but we just can’t seem to get it in our everyday life.  
We feel blocked from becoming a demonstration of the world we need to create in order to begin to 
restore and sustain this earth we depend on for our life. 
 
I think of how Matts’ and my consciousness and therefore our choices have evolved and changed 
over the years.  When we first became involved with straw-bale construction 17 years ago, we 
thought we’d move out into the beautiful Sonoran desert countryside and build our straw-bale 
house.   
 
Thank goodness, the work of the revival took up all of our time for the first six years, leaving little 
time to follow through on that choice…and in that time we also learned legions about the 
environmental costs of humans spreading out over the land, and of all the costs of abandoning our 
cities to increasing decay and chaos, and their existing infrastructure to landfills.  
 
When we considered the negative impacts of that choice if replicated by 300 million people, our 
preferences changed.  Today we continue to live in the middle of the city by joyful preference and 
would feel proud to have our homeplace replicated 300 million times over.   
 
Our two small urban lots with little 1938 concrete block homes (each two bedrooms/one bath-900 
square feet) have been transformed into an urban oasis through a series of incremental choices over 
the years. We have transformed one home into an energy-efficient beauty by wrapping its concrete 
block walls with bales and earthen plasters.  
 
We’ve added a small, straw-bale guest-house, and surrounded all three dwellings with shade and 
fruit trees, trellised vines and meandering pathways through edible and pollinator gardens, 
punctuated by outdoor sculpture and water features created by local artists.  We compost all our 
vegetarian food scraps and garden clippings directly into the soil under our fig tree, supplemented 
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with household greywater. Our raised vegetable beds are refreshed and fertilized with this 
composted soil twice each year.     
 
Our gardens are watered with programmed drip irrigation as well as an underground rainwater 
distribution system.  We heat one home with a solar hot air collector panel on the roof, another with 
radiant hot water floor heating.  We cool all dwellings with evaporative coolers, one of which has 
been adapted to run on the equivalent of a 60 watt light bulb. Our coolers are assisted by shade 
structures and vines in the heat of the summer, which are removed and trimmed in the winter to 
welcome the sun into the house.  We have added daylighting tubes to dark places within the houses 
to reduce the need for electric lighting. 
 
We have just hosted a Solar Energy International workshop with over 20 students from all over the 
country to install grid-tied solar electricity to two of our homes.  We chose to do it in a workshop so 
that it could be shared educationally (and hopefully replicated), and we chose grid-tied solar rather 
than stand alone, battery-stored photovoltaic systems, because the idea of having our public utility 
supply more and more of its power from the sun-drenched roofs of Tucson rather than coal and 
nuclear power is the choice we most want replicated for the health of our grandchildren, our 
community and all living systems.   
 
We have evolved to the choice of eating organic food for the same reasons…meeting our basic 
needs with choices that enrich our lives and, if replicated, can make a positive impact on healing 
and restoring our environment and our communities. 
  
Additionally we have evolved to subscribing to a Community Supported Agriculture organic 
farm…where we pay in advance for a quarter year and receive weekly ample rations of fresh, 
organic, seasonal, locally-grown vegetables and fruits to supplement those grown in our own urban 
gardens.  Everyone wins…our palates and our health, the stability of the local organic farmer and 
his employees and families, as well as the sustained health of the soil enriched with natural organic 
matter and home to many living organisms and critters. 
 
Our future plans include the installation of solar hot water, increased water collection systems and 
greywater systems and increased food production in our gardens. 
 
Often good choices are complex and we must choose between two worthwhile options.  We most 
recently made a choice not to contribute to tsunami relief efforts and instead increased our 
contributions to the local food bank and environmental organizations whose work would suffer 
from diminished funds that had been diverted to the tsunami relief effort.  
 
This really is an ongoing process of exploration and change – of how to make even the most minute 
choices with a deep mindfulness to honor all life touched by our choices and actions…until we 
heed the voice of our champion because it has become our joyful preference. 
  
Our highest endeavor ought to be to encourage the champion emerging within ourselves and one 
another. We must become responsible for growing the skills, personally and organizationally, 
needed to enhance and empower our champion. 
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One big challenge is to take responsibility for sustaining our energy and enthusiasm for the work of 
planetary citizenship. This world we are a part of is sending out messages constantly that conflict 
with what our champions know is both necessary and possible. 
 
It is hard to be battered at every turn with the very real pain of a world living the consequences of 
our human choices. Judicious tuning out is ok, certainly even healthy, but we must remain informed 
and in touch with the world that we wish to transform. 
 
At the same time, we must not allow its despair and chaos to become our disease of belief.  We 
need to create our own mirrors to reflect the world we ourselves wish to create, and we need to do 
this all around us in our everyday lives. 
 
Paste photographs and sayings that affirm life all around you.  In my case, I also include 
photographs and sayings that won’t allow me to escape from realities of the world I most care 
about, things I want in my consciousness and incorporated into my daily choices…photos of 
disappearing species, of an alienated gang member, or a child near death in the sands of Africa.  
Right alongside photos of my grandchildren, Cassidy, Dustin, Haley and Claira on my refrigerator, I 
also have a news clipping that says, “according to the United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) approximately 35,600 children died from conditions of poverty and 
starvation on September 11, 2001”.  I would add that the same number of children have died from 
the same preventable causes – day in and day out - for the past 15 years. 
 
I want my mirrors to help me stay awake, change my perspective, and remind me where the hope 
and beauty of life abides. 
 
It is our responsibility to provide our own antidotes to the mentally, physically and spiritually toxic 
elements around us.  Surround yourself with books, friends, gardens, music – anything that, for you, 
celebrates life. The trick is to do this while at the same time remaining a part of the world, open to 
its pain and distress. 
 
We can’t afford to indulge in cynicism, escapism and hopelessness…we can’t afford to allow that to 
mirror our own lives, and we can’t afford to reflect those mirrors out into a severely distressed 
world. 
 
Let me share what I want to attain for my life.  I want, act by act, choice by choice, bit by bit, to 
become a demonstration of the world I wish to create. 
 
I want to arrive at a place in my life that anyone meeting me, working with me, observing me, 
entering my home, meeting my chosen friends, meeting my chosen husband, seeing what my 
chosen work is and how I’ve chosen to structure it…I want that person to see demonstrated in all 
parts of my life exactly who I am and what I care about. 
 
I want to occupy my space right in the center of my sphere of power. 
 
I want to remember that since I am among the few living beings on earth gifted with choice, that 
therefore my choices – or lack of choices – are always powerful. 
 
I want to become the possibility of a restored, sustained, life-affirming world. 
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I want every choice I make about how to invest my time, my money, my talents, and my interests to 
propel my life in that direction with all due speed…And that means the speed at which I can walk 
beyond my ordinary way of doing things, and sustain those changes.  It means having compassion 
and forgiveness for my human frailties, while at the same time knowing that with each step forward 
I enrich my own life along with countless other lives. 
 
This leads us toward the most powerful place to inspire others to begin their own journey of a 
champion.  We discover that it becomes imperative to care deeply about the choices made by 
others, and to have others care deeply about our choices, because we come to see there is no 
difference. 
 
Our champion grows the strength and power to cast its influence beyond our own lives and, by its 
very nature, connect with the champion in others. 
 
Now the truly powerful and joyful journey begins…because we discover the joy of helping others to 
turn their lights on…in doing so, our flame burns ever brighter and, in turn, attracts more and more 
fellow travelers toward the light. 
 
Let me emphasize that the journey of a champion is not about sacrifice and burdens, nor is it about 
retreating to the seemingly peaceful mountaintop.  This journey is about ever more mindful choices, 
which often lead to difficult changes.  It is about (to use poet Mary Oliver’s beautiful phrase) 
“striding ever deeper into the world” and – most significantly – the journey of a champion is about 
accessing joy. 
 
My life has been grounded in the truth of these phenomena at work time and 
again…transformational change against seemingly insurmountable odds…the re-storying of what I 
call history’s heresy (the “that’s never been done before…people aren’t capable of that” kind of 
mentality). 
 
In my work with natural resource management in Alaska during the intense, early oil rush days, 
educational and mental health reform in poor, rural towns in New England, the empowerment of 
severely poor women, teachers and children in Latin America through self-managed village and 
school banks (micro-enterprise lending), and, most recently, Matts’ and my 15-year leadership of 
the straw-bale construction revival…I have seen people and their perceptions of what’s possible 
move from “we can’t” to “we can” in miraculous ways. 
 
 Tucson-based author, Barbara Kingsolver, in her book Animal Dreams, writes: 
“…it’s what you do that makes you who you are… 
It’s not some perfect ideal we’re working toward that keeps us going.  You ask, what if we lose this 
war?  Well, we could…people are very tired.  I don’t expect to see perfection before I die…you’re 
thinking of revolution as some great all or nothing.  I think of it as one more day…of figuring out 
what to do that won’t clear a path for worse problems next week.  Wars and elections are both too 
big and too small to matter in the long run.  The daily work…that goes on, it adds up.  It goes into 
the ground, into crops, into children’s bellies and their bright eyes.  Good things don’t get lost…. 
 
…here’s what I’ve decided:  the very least you can do in your life is to figure out what you hope for.  
And the most you can do is live inside that hope.  Not admire it from a distance but live right in it, 
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under its roof.  …what I want is so simple I almost can’t say it:  elementary kindness.  Enough to 
eat, enough to go around.  The possibility that kids might one day grow up to be neither the 
destroyers nor the destroyed.  That’s about it.  Right now I’m living in that hope, running down its 
hallway and touching the walls on both sides…” 
 
As David Orr says, “Hope is not the same thing as wishful thinking.  Hope recognizes hard realities, 
but chooses to act anyway.” 
 
All of us here have the potential to be messengers of hope.  I believe that – midst the pain and 
despair of a world devastated by our cumulative human choices – our main task is to reflect hope 
out into a distressed world; not blind hope, but hope that rises out of real and doable ways to 
reframe what it means to meet our basic human needs in an Ecozoic Era. 
 
I am presuming that this room is filled with people who, like Matts and I, seek the possibility of a 
restored and sustainable world, and also like us, have collected lots of information, ideas and tools 
that might help us in this quest.  The question is…what are we going to do with all of this 
intention? 
 
Many of you are well aware that the way we meet our human needs in the “developed” world is not 
only toxic to the planet, but often to its inhabitants. 
 
Let’s look at the way we house ourselves, which is my area of focus. As we start the new 
Millennium, the world’s population has just exceeded six billion, having doubled in the last 40 
years.  Just over 50% of all people now live in urban areas and almost one billion are inadequately 
housed or homeless. (BASIN News…Swiss Centre for Development Cooperation in Technology 
and Management – May 2000) 
 
Modern buildings are estimated to consume 40% of all materials coming into the global economy, 
and yet only one third of the world’s population lives in “modern” housing. 
 
In the United States, our buildings account for 40% of material and energy use, 35% of greenhouse 
gas production, and 28% of municipal solid waste.  Since the 1940s floor space per person in new 
homes has nearly tripled. (all the above from World Watch Magazine – issue on Our Buildings, 
Ourselves – Nov/Dec 1994) 
 
Our houses demonstrate many unhealthy habits: 
    
   ~energy consumptive, unhealthy man-made materials; 
    
   ~ecologically destructive misuse of natural materials; 
 

~isolation and disconnection from our natural environment, neighbors, and communities through 
design, often requiring excessive use of fossil fuel transportation; 

 
   ~decades of mortgage loan debt, the payment of which requires excessive amounts of time and 
energy…time and energy needed for the enrichment of our lives, our families and communities… 
and, of course, for the work of our planet; 
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  ~an increasing number of families needing increasingly unavailable affordable housing; 
 
   ~the family’s almost complete disconnection from the design/building process of their homeplace; 
    
~and, overarching all – in this country particularly – our seemingly insatiable need for way more 
than enough to meet our basic needs. 
 
As participants in the sustainable design and building movement, Matts and I have worked with an 
international community of colleagues to demonstrate and inspire a move from egocentric to 
ecocentric buildings. This afternoon you, most fortunately, will be hearing much more about this 
from one of the most respected leaders and innovators in this movement, David Orr.    
 
Each of us here shares the basic human need to house ourselves and the potential to make the 
transformational choice to live in simple, beautiful, earth-friendly, family-friendly, housing.  
 
There is no one else but us, reaching down, up, out and around for the will and the ways to walk 
beyond our ordinary ways of living. 
 
I often have this vision when participating in conferences and colloquiums on sustainability, for 
instance, of growing numbers of aware, uniquely talented, good, and well-intentioned people, all 
lugging around growing bags of tools.  We show them off…add them to each other’s bags…admire 
each other and how much our bags have grown…and then we all lug our bags of tools and ourselves 
home to our everyday lives and work…and plunk the bag in the corner.  We read another article, 
hear another talk or presentation, adding more and more to our tool bag.  Now and then we retrieve 
a tool or two or more and try to put it to use if an opportunity to try it on just happens to fit in with 
our status quo lives and work.  But mostly the bag stays in the corner. 
 
Webster’s dictionary defines inertia as… 
The tendency of matter to remain at rest, if at rest, or, if moving, to keep moving in the same 
direction unless affected by some outside force…the tendency to remain in a fixed condition 
without change…a disinclination to move or act… 
 
 
 
 
This tendency toward inertia…all those tool bags in the corners of our lives and 
workplaces…strikes me as an ongoing loss;  personally, because what’s in our tool bags excites our 
interest and contains the potential to connect our everyday lives and work to our hopes for a 
workable world…and at a planetary level, because life on earth needs us to discover the most 
appropriate ways to put the most effective tools to work – everywhere – for the benefit of all – now. 
 
Architect and editor of The Sourcebook for Sustainable Design,  Andrew St. John says: 
“Truly sustainable communities will be those in which technologies and lifestyles evolve in balance.  
Faced with choices on sustainability, many clients’ response is, how much does it cost?  If we wait 
until the specification stage, it appears as a choice between cheap toxins and paying a premium for 
clean earth, air, and water. 
The real answer lies in education.  We have the ability and a responsibility [emphasis is 
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Judy Knox’s] to make our clients and the public aware of all the costs of building.  Once 
sustainability becomes a value embedded in the process rather than a feature added on, the process 
of choice will be much easier.” 
 
Hand in hand with the process of educating ourselves and others about the real costs of our choices, 
we need to keep ourselves informed about the state of our planet, so that we can source our choices, 
actions, and teachings within a thoughtful, well-informed and comprehensive context. 
 
It takes time and commitment – continually – to become a knowledgeable, wise, inspiring 
messenger for a livable planet.  It takes courage to put what we know to work right in the center of 
our homes and workplaces. 
 
Subscribe to World Watch Magazine, Yes-The Journal for Positive Futures, On Earth, Orion, Hope 
Dance, Mother Earth News.   Get a copy of Our Ecological Footprint  by Wackernagel and Rees,  
The Ecology of Commerce  by Paul Hawken,  Natural Capitalism,  by Hawken, Lovins and Lovins,   
God’s Last Offer, by Ed Ayres,  When Corporations Rule the World,  by David Korten.  Get every 
last one of Thomas Berry’s books.  Get your hands on World Watch Institute’s annual State of the 
Planet reports, and Environmental Defense Fund reports. Send for New Society Publisher’s 
complete list of leading edge books, read and study the many good sources of reliable information 
on the state of our planet…diligently and faithfully.  Give copies to everyone you know…put copies 
in your offices and homes (Matts and I seed copies in a variety of public waiting rooms)…and then 
give voice to that truth at every opportunity throughout your network and beyond, and give life to 
that truth through your actions. 
 
Remember, again - there is no mythical “they” to blame, or to do this work for us. 
 
If I could grow my ability to inspire changes in just a few destructive societal attitudes and 
behaviors, they would be the following: 
 
First… the insane and shameful notion that money, a replaceable, man-made convenience, gives 
one the right to consume more than their fair share of the Earth’s irreplaceable natural wealth on 
which all life depends. 
 
Second….escapism…eco-villages, eco-colloquiums, eco-tourism, moving from the chaos of our 
cities to our own forty acres – all valuable places to  advance our thinking or calm our nerves, but 
also a place where we can too often pretend that the consequences of our collective human behavior 
does not need to impact our lives.  We can’t afford self-indulgence at this critical point in the 
history of our planet.  Don’t opt out…opt in.  Our work is right in the midst of the marketplace, with 
the larger community. 
 
Third…isolationism … because we are doing it, that’s enough.  We wait for the 100th monkey to 
magically appear.  Certainly, we must begin with ourselves, but we need to know that is only the 
beginning of our work.  We must speak, write, teach, inspire, and set up the structure of our work 
and lives so that others can benefit from it. 
 
Last…another form of the “they” mentality, and often the toughest of all our challenges - our moral 
superiority.  We demonize the mythical other, instead of recognizing our alter ego, and with 
compassion, making it our focus to try again and again to discover the connection point that will 
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begin to inspire changed perspectives.  While steadfastly speaking and acting from our truth, we 
must, at the same time, develop our capacity to listen, deeply and compassionately.  In her 
wonderful new book, Compassionate Listening, Gene Knudsen Hoffman prods us to become more 
generous-spirited in our minds and hearts.  She acknowledges that compassionate listening requires 
a leap of faith.  It is both counter-intuitive and counter-instinctual. We really don’t want to listen to 
people we believe have committed wrongs against us, against humanity, and against our planet 
Earth.  But again, think about what we want and need to reflect out into a distressed and 
increasingly adversarial world.  If we seriously want to be a demonstration of the world we work to 
create, then it seems to me we need to ratchet ourselves up to the next level of responsibility as 
champions…which means we learn to join people where they are, and constantly strive to engage 
others in transformational partnership.  This is hellishly hard work, but it is also a principal source 
of the strength, wisdom and maturity we require to accomplish our work as champions of a restored 
planet. 
 
Jonathan Schell wrote in his classic book, The Fate of the Earth:  “At present, most of us do 
nothing.  We look away.  We are silent.  We deny the truth that is all around us…we grow 
indifferent to one another.  We drowse our way to the end of the world.  But if once we shook off our 
lethargy and fatigue and began to act, the climate would change.  Just as inertia produces despair – 
a despair often so deep that it does not even know itself as despair – arousal and action would give 
us access to hope, and life would start to mend:  not just life in its entirety but daily life, every 
individual life.  At that point, we would begin to withdraw from our role as both the victims and the 
perpetrators…we would no longer be the destroyers of life, but rather the gateway through which 
future generations would enter the world.  Then the passion and will that we need to save ourselves 
and our world would flood into our lives.” 
 
The champion within me reaches out to the champion within you…please know we are each 
essential to this work, and that even though staying on the path of a champion is not the easiest way 
to live, it is our access to a life rich with connection, joy, and meaning. 
 
Matts and I have sustained our enthusiasm for our work with the revival of straw-bale construction 
because it is so much more than a building method.  We have discovered it to be a powerful vehicle 
for personal empowerment and transformational change, as well as a breeding ground for 
champions-in-progress to flourish. 
 
Whatever vehicle you choose, I urge you to get your toolbag out of the corner, and begin the 
journey toward a more connected, joyful and meaningful life.  I care deeply that you make the 
choice to do so.   Each of us must champion the evolutionary breakthroughs necessary to sustain life 
on our planet.   
 
My mentor, Mary Oliver, writes: 
“I would say that there exist a thousand unbreakable links between each of us and everything else, 
and that our dignity and our chances are one.  The farthest star and the mud at our feet are a 
family; and there is no decency or sense in honoring one thing, or a few things, and then closing the 
list.  The pine tree, the leopard, the Platte River, and ourselves – we are at risk together, or we are 
on our way to a sustainable world together.  We are each other’s destiny.” 
 
******Becoming a champion is, essentially, a process of re-connection with the parts of life that 
have been severed during life’s perilous journey, leaving us with paradoxes that limit our lives with 
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contradictions and inconsistencies.  The journey of a champion is a process of embracing and 
connecting these major paradoxes of life into one continuous, flowing sphere of livingry. 
 
Marketplace/Mountaintop 
One of the central paradoxes confronting those of us trying to make a difference in the world is that 
of the marketplace and the mountaintop.  
 
How do we resolve the struggle between the obligations of a public life and the spiritual necessity 
for a private one? 
 
Once awake, it’s not possible to go back to sleep, even though one longs to at times when the pain 
of the world is too much.  I’ve tried separating them, I’ve tried escapism (living on the 
mountaintop), then workaholicism (burning out in the marketplace).  Now I know that the real quest 
is how to carry our mountaintop into the marketplace; and with the two of them connected, bring 
balance, humor, wisdom, and sustained energy into the overwhelming work needing to be 
accomplished in the world. 
  
Despair/Hope 
Daily, we must also deal with the paradox of despair and hope.  Daily we must look all the valid 
reasons for despair right in the face, acknowledge them, feel the pain and overwhelm of them…and 
then choose to keep that entirely within our view and say “uh uh” -you don’t get my power 
today…and then, still keeping the totality of how things are right there in front of us, discover 
where the hope is for us that day and invest our energy, our talent, our thoughts right there-even 
when it’s just a small sliver of what we can see.  Power flows into our lives when we connect 
despair and hope, then choose to invest in the hope. 
 
Pain/Joy 
Interlinked, and even more deeply imbedded in human consciousness, quietly but forcefully shaping 
our ability to claim our personal power, is the paradox of pain and joy. 
 
We, understandably, don’t like the way pain in any form feels, and have learned to either deny our 
pain, feel victimized by it, or try to bull and thrash our way beyond it. 
 
We invest so much energy in our lives to avoiding pain…without recognizing that, in doing so, we 
are avoiding life itself.  Embracing pain and anguish, honoring it as a part of living a full life, makes 
joy and exuberance possible. 
I’m not talking about sacrificial suffering, but accessing joy.  Our ability to connect pain to its 
partner, joy, transforms both to deep, abiding personal strength. 
 
Since the age of nine, my evolving relationship with continual physical pain has been the grist for 
my mill…and now I know, my enduring gift.  For years I attempted to separate myself from that 
pain-and the body that delivered it - (my favorite tactic was to bull and thrash my way beyond 
it)…and on the surface this worked-I accomplished many things in my work and lived a full 
personal life. 
 
But eventually, as my abused body deteriorated nearly beyond repair, and I increasingly faced a 
painful and fearfully uncertain future, I was forced to confront the consequences of that separation.  
I learned, with the help of many teachers, to embrace my pain, to enfold my weakened body with 
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those other parts of myself that had been strengthened at its expense.  And I came to see that my 
body, and its pain, which had put me down time and again over the years, had actually been the 
guardian of my most sacred places that I did not yet have the wisdom to protect…protect from 
busyness, from the need to be continually active, always accomplishing, always striving…for it was 
following each of these forced respites that my increased awareness and creative life force surged 
forward into the world, and I became increasingly available to joy. 
 
Today I see a direct relationship between our ability to connect and transform pain and joy in our 
personal life, and our need to embrace the pain of our communities and our Earth.  We must bear 
witness to the pain of the world, enfold it, understand it as part of our life. 
 
A sustainable, full, joyful life fully embraces all life – you can’t diminish one aspect without 
diminishing our capacity for all livingry. 
 
No and Yes 
Next is the paradox of no and yes. Our ability to live life fully and joyfully is always sourced from a 
“yes”. 
 
Right action is always sourced from a “yes.” “Yes” is the language of a champion. 
 
“No” can, very importantly, inform us what to repudiate.  And when we are connected to the well-
being of all life, we also repudiate not just what harms us personally, we also repudiate all 
interlinked oppressive structures and attitudes that harm all life. 
 
But it is the “yes” that informs us where to go from there…”Yes” is where our clear, powerful 
choices reside. 
    
Chaos and Clarity 
Closely intertwined with the yes/no paradox is the paradox of chaos and clarity.  Chaos is 
prerequisite to creativity, the process of going back to zero where everything is potential. But it is 
clarity that wrings power out of chaos. We will continue to experience confusion – even chaos – 
whenever we lack clarity about our basic principles – our touchstone values. 
 
What happens is that requests and demands come into our daily lives relentlessly, many of them 
well-intentioned and honorable, which we tend to feel guilty not saying “yes” to, whether they are 
the best investment of our time and energy or not. Remember that each time you say “yes” to 
something you are automatically saying “no” to other things.  What are you saying “no” to?  
Needed time alone for reflection and renewal?  Quiet time with your friend in need, your children, 
your spouse? Time to grow a garden? Volunteer in your local school or homeless shelter?  How do 
we choose, daily, the best way to invest our time and energy? How do we choose our “no’s” and 
“yes’s” wisely? How do we learn to trust the voice of our champion? 
 
We bounce incoming demands off our touchstones, and if they resonate as a “yes”, we then put 
them in context with all our other “yes’s” sitting on our plate (and the fuller and more life-affirming 
our life becomes, the fuller our plate of “yes’s” becomes!). 
 
Then – and this is the Biggy – we say “no” to anyone (including ourselves) and anything that 
diminishes our ability to serve our “yes” most fully that day. 
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A difficulty, personally, is that serving our “yes” often means the disruption and discomfort of 
change, because we discover we need to change the way we work and live. But with practice, we 
begin to remember what a “yes” feels and looks like. 
 
It unfailingly increases our balance rather than our stress… “Yes” brings us strength rather than 
overwhelm and exhaustion; clarity in the midst of chaos; and “yes” always increases our connection 
to our inner self and/or outer world. 
 
When both our “yes’s” and our “no’s” are empowering our champion, then we are centered in our 
power and a powerful force in the world. And, as in all of these considerations and paradoxes I’m 
speaking of here, this is as true for organizations, groups and collaboratives, as it is for individuals. 
 
 

************************************************************************ 
 
Judy Knox lives and works with her husband and partner, Matts Myhrman, in the urban center of 
Tucson, Arizona. Through their business, Out On Bale, they have been working full-time since 
1989 to gather, grow, and distribute excellent straw-bale construction resources in order to 
encourage its widespread acceptance and use as a sustainable building method.  They publish Build 
It With Bales, and founded and published The Last Straw Journal until 1998. 
 
Before Judy’s life was baled up in straw, her working vehicles for global change included founding 
a non-profit program that connects school kids and their communities from materially poor and 
wealthy countries through micro-enterprise loans, developing village banks with impoverished 
women in Latin America, developing and teaching community-based learning programs in rural 
New England, and natural resource management in Alaska. 
 
Judy is a passionate gardener, and, since she recently has been confined to a wheelchair, 
transformed their urban yard into wheelchair accessible vegetable and desert pollinator flower 
gardens, using Permaculture principles. 
 
She takes great joy in her four grandchildren, and speaks and works for the earth they will inherit. 
 
Judy Knox 
Out On Bale 
1037 E. Linden St. 
Tucson, AZ  85719 
Judyknox42@aol.com  


