
 

“The Summer's Day” 

…I don't know exactly what a prayer is.​

I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down​

into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,​

how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,​

which is what I have been doing all day.​

Tell me, what else should I have done?​

Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon?​

Tell me, what is it you plan to do​

with your one wild and precious life? 

+ Mary Oliver, A House of Light  

When Bricks Become Rocks and Crumble 

 Last summer, I had my first garden bed. I was living in Ashland, WI, after a year at the 

tiny “environmental liberal arts college,” where I had found a community so close I rarely 

referred to “I” anymore, swapping it for the collective “we.” In the lawn that the city kept 

warning me I had to cut, I spoke to the seeds in the only language I possess, rooting for them to 

root and climb. In the only language she had, the Three Sisters garden–where the corn supports 

the beans to climb, the beans fix much-needed nitrogen to the soil, and the squash covers the 

ground to resist other plants–reassured me like a mother, that it is natural to let other’s strengths 

support us where we are weak. I felt the sweet exhaustion and mounting excitement after a day in 

the soil. I shared the sweetest strawberries, squash, and tomatoes I ever had tasted. I thought in 

awe of the millions of people before me selecting the largest, sweetest, or heartiest crop. How 

our collective effort had the power to transform tiny sprouts into wheat and corn, and feed the 

world.  As much work as I put into the garden, it gave back—far beyond calories. I experienced 

a reciprocal relationship with a plant relative deeper than I had ever encountered, challenging my 

entire conception of love.  

In July, I took off from my work as a field hand at a fruit orchard; picking blueberries, 

weeding, and talking eco-anarcho-communo-anti-capitalisto shit under the hot sun. I drove south 



from the vast shores of Lake Superior to Minneapolis, where I rode the Amtrak with a couple 

high school friends, freshly home from years abroad, to Chicago. Peering through the floor to 

ceiling windows of the train, I watched as farm fields and forests went by and changed to 

concrete and brick, rising high into the sky.  

 The museums and plays and restaurants and shops and concrete and plastic and asphalt 

put me into a state of shock, though I had been to the city before. I found myself snapping 

pictures of the ivy that climbed the walls and rooting for the sprouts that dared to grow between 

cracks of sidewalk.  The air felt stifling; the business men uniformed in gray suits and young 

women uniformed in bright athleisure, the modern glass and metal buildings, the people hunched 

and begging on dirty cement. I looked up at the skyscrapers blocking the sky and imagined them 

toppling over and crushing me into the pavement. I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. 

Watching out the bus window, my gaze fell upon the glossy marble facade of a bank. It 

was a tall, classy building reflecting the wealth held inside. Looking at the swirls of light and 

dark rock, I imagined the forces it took to press them together this way. The hands of God 

squeezing, stretching, and folding to form the blended silver, brown, and red bands highlighted 

by crystalline flecks. 

 Marble is igneous, meaning that came into form deep underground. Miles deep. The 

molten core of the Earth radiates from below, and tonnes of rock crush from above. This heat and 

pressure is enough to compress rock at an atomic level. All marble was once limestone, but the 

extreme heat it is exposed to makes the tiny grains of minerals melt, condense, and bond together 

to form visible grains. Differences in density cause parts to rise while others fall, like a lava 

lamp, forming swirls.  

Though today it held up this building, this was only a blink in the tens or hundreds of 

million years it had been around. I pictured the big, dirty slabs of rock that rose to support me in 

the middle of a hike back home. The rocks who had to be wet and wiped with water from my 

bottle to uncover their shine. I remembered fondly the geology field trips I had gone on, and 

smiled to realize they had stuck. I had unlocked this fourth dimension of recognition and 

familiarity. That wasn’t a brick, it was a rock. 

It had calcite, a mineral whose atoms have charges such that they always bond together in 

interlocking rhombohedrons1. The result on a visible scale is smooth faces that reflect light, and 

1 Brianna Marshall, “Mineral Spotlight: Calcite” (Calvin University Chimes 2014) 



come together in sharp angles. Polished sheets of marble, like the ones of this bank entrance, are 

decorated with glitter-like sparkles, catching and radiating the sun back to the eyes of the 

beholder. One has to look at the face of crystals at an exact angle to see this shine, in the path of 

the sun’s reflection. Then, it is a shimmer sent to only us, the ones who take the time to position 

ourselves and to look. 

The marble reminded me that all of the developments around me saw themselves with 

different names. The concrete transformed into sand, pebbles, limestone, and shale. I imagined 

billions of waves lapping at the shore of Lake Michigan, hitting each of the quartz grains under 

this bus and rolling them smaller and smaller. The twenty eight dollar burger, you know the one 

with a housemade aioli, becomes a cow feeling the sun on its back– or rather, a nose cut with the 

burn of ammonia in the air of a confined animal feeding operation. Lettuce and tomatoes invoke 

sunny days, fertilized soil, and the back pain of the person who harvested them. The bus fell to 

reveal rubber trees skinned and left to die slowly, pools of copper and mineral solvents leaking 

into the ocean, fracking machines thrusting into the earth to wake up grass and trees and moss 

from millions of years of sleep.  

Somewhere in the memory of everything around me was a life, a story. But when I tuned 

in, the rising pitch was shrill. I was away from my far-left bubble, the place that gave me strength 

to learn about all the intricacies of our environmental and humanitarian shortcomings. But I was 

crumbling as the real world caved in around me. Images of barren soil and child laborers and 

choking fish and felled forests and bleached coral reefs and underpopulated muskies and extinct 

and cement collapsing onto someone’s mom in a Bangladesh factory left me crouched immobile 

on the sidewalk. I had convinced my friends to leave me alone in the middle of downtown while 

they shopped, where I sat with my earbuds in, eyes closed, picturing pinks, whites, greens, 

purples, and blues delicately scattered across a blueberry bush. 

Anyone who has cried in the movie theater has borne witness to the magic of human 

empathy. Whether the atoms and molecules we understand are enough, or you have faith in a 

God or a Oneness, we can’t deny this unique connection. It’s such a constant part of life that it 

inevitably fades into the background, but the ability to transmit emotion through time and space 

via just sound and light seems the stuff of science fiction. 



When American culture equates happiness with righteousness, and individual mindset as 

an ultimate power, then empathy is criticised. Additionally, we are part of the 0.008 percent2 of 

generations to exist in a global economy so far out of our hands. We’re among just a handful of 

generations who have ever lived to understand climate change, and who have the internet to 

broadcast stories at a level previously unknown. Our minds weren’t built to comprehend this 

breadth of experience. To keep our empathy intact has never been this hard.  

Protecting ourselves from the suffering we witness requires us to suppress our curiosity 

and disallow our connections, at the very least. We can’t tap into the fourth dimension of history 

and only hear happy stories. I stubbornly refuse to be a nihilist, not because I find the theory 

illogical, but because it’s lazy and boring. In the words of my dad, “Nothing matters? Then prove 

it and kill yourself, or find something more interesting to say.” At worst, indifference robs us 

entirely of a meaningful life, and steals any comfort we gain straight from our descendants. It is 

the path of cowards. 

I occasionally hit walls like I did that day in Chicago, deeply unsure if I can bear the 

weight of the billions of organisms' suffering for another second. I am unsure if there is another 

side beyond my pain, if I will ever feel satisfied again. I am convinced that the world is 

absolutely bad. It cuts deep, to the same place the question of my own goodness lies. The same 

place that my pure child self encountered the first horror of loss and cruelty. I’ll wish vehemently 

I was a hunter-gatherer, or maybe a piece of sea kelp, with no notion of any of this. I’ll be tired, 

tearful, or panicky. These signs tell me I’ve hit my limit. I’m learning that the art of empathy is 

to allow myself to approach that wall, and then how and when to back away.  

Suffering is the pain of absence, and joy is the recognition of existence. Far beyond one 

being bad and the other good, they are sides of the same coin, impossible without each other. We 

can take a whole lot more than we think, if we balance it with hope. To remember that our 

empathy opens us to deep pain, and deep joy. Deep empowerment. Deep connection.  

​ Naturally, I later dragged my friends to a farmers market and talked to every farmer for 

just longer than polite. I saw the dirt laden hands my money was given to. Tasted the sweetness 

of a crop that supports its soil, me, and my neighbor. As the stories washed over me, I listened to 

the harmony of the sound that wasn't suffering. Eating a Three Sisters salad on the roof of a 

2 According to Encyclopedia Britannica, Jean-Jacque Hublin and his team unearthed a skull estimated to be 315,000 
years old in Morocco when on an expedition for the Max Planck Institute in 2017. The World Economic Forum cites 
that goods from China began to be traded into Eurasia via the Silk Roads in the 1st century BC. 



high-rise apartment, watching the moon rise over Lake Michigan with my dear friends, I felt 

myself lift back into hope. Back to my irrational faith that there is enough goodness in this 

world, and that we will be ok. Back to creating that hope right in front of me. 

When we die, and if we fade into a dark nothing, I hope we–those of us who take the time 

to look–can know that temporarily, we were a vessel for it all. We can know that the waves of 

terror, awe, compassion, hopelessness, disappointment, pride, and joy that only Homo Sapien 

Sapien is capable of were able to flow through us each time we were open enough to receive it.  

We can know that the bravery of our empathy made us true witnesses to stories all around us. 

That when the weight of it all screamed at us to retreat and hide, we let ourselves feel the pain, 

and let that pain move us to soothe each other, one by one. 

 

 

 

 


