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The first day my Honors 480 class met, I learned that the theme of the class would be “Thinking Like a Mountain.”  At the time I had no idea what this meant or that it could and would be one of the greatest lessons I could learn.  As Aldo Leopold, conservationist, professor, and author of A Sand County Almanac, states,  “We all strive for safety, prosperity, comfort, long life, and dullness.  The deer strives with his supple legs, the cowman with trap and poison, the statesman with pen, the most of us with machines, votes, and dollars, but it all comes to the same thing: peace in our time” (141).  In these words Leopold defines “Thinking Like a Mountain.” It is the realization that no matter how we work towards our goal, no matter what path we take, we (humans, plants, and animals included) all have the same goal in mind.  


After coming to this realization, I noticed how my life was already molded around this very concept.  At age five, I moved with my parents to Kathmandu, Nepal, an underdeveloped country in South East Asia.  There I was exposed Buddhism and Hinduism, both of which I greatly respect, and to a world of extreme poverty, very different from the United States.  I lived a privileged life in Nepal, but saw the poverty every day.  My parents did nothing to hide the harsh realities from me, and encouraged me, through their words and their own example, to not ignore it, but acknowledge that extreme poverty is a reality for many and, as a person born into privilege, I have a responsibility to do what I can to eliminate that reality. Thus, my parents challenged me to reach the goal of “peace in our time.”


So, I entered my freshman year at Augsburg with this vague goal in mind.  I began taking classes that I hoped would help me achieve such a goal. As an International Relations major at a Lutheran liberal arts institution, the classes I have taken covered multiple disciplines including History, Political Science, Philosophy, Religion, and Social Work.  Each of these classes has influenced me in its own way.  In my Honors 100, Christian Vocation and the Search for Meaning class, for example, I was introduced to the concept of vocation.  I had never heard this word before, thus it was an interesting word with which to wrestle.  Looking through my papers, I stumbled across a vocation essay from this class in which I wrote the following;


I understand the general definition of vocation to be one’s calling in life, not 
necessarily one’s job, but what one’s place is in the world.  An individual can 
have several vocations at the same time such as wife, mother, teacher, and friend.  
One’s vocation can change, and one can even refuse to accept the vocation.

I now might add to that definition “Thinking Like a Mountain.”  While others may disagree, I believe this is a concept by which all can live.


In addition to trying to understand vocation, in Honors 100 I struggled with a question with which I’m sure others struggle as well.  Namely, is Christ the only way to salvation?  As a Christian, is it okay to think that other religions are right too?  In our world, religious conflicts can be such an obstacle in trying to obtain peace.  In the class, “Thinking Like a Mountain,” addressed both these issues by emphasizing that we can have different ways to reach the same goal. 


Aldo Leopold provides a wonderful example of vocation through his book A Sand County Almanac, his gift to the world. Not only is it an incredible book about conservation, but also the testimony of an amazing man who learned how to “think like a mountain,” made it his passion, and shared it with others.  Although we may not label this as such, this is true vocation. Leopold’s vocation, or path to reach the goal, was serving “the land” and advocating for its rights.  This is a wonderful example of how one can truly change people's thinking and the world for the better.  


I have always cared for both people and the environment, but have wondered on which I should focus more attention.  In learning to “think like a mountain” and embrace Leopold’s concept of the land, I realized that I don’t have to choose. Humans, animals, and plants are all part of the same community.  To truly help one, I must help them all.  As an immigration lawyer working to help struggling refugees, which I believe part of my vocation will someday be, I must be aware of how my work is affecting both the land and the diverse group of people I’m helping.  


Concerning my struggle with Christianity, this class was influential as well. As a Christian in the West, I have been taught a linear view of the world.  There is a beginning point, middle point, and end point.  In an Asian Philosophy class I took, I learned that the philosophies discussed—Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism—view the world cyclically, not linearly.  No beginning or end point exists; everything is continuous.  Similarly, the environment is cyclical.  While I was aware of these points, a reading for the Honors 480 class, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” by Lynn White, Jr., reemphasized these and pointed out a problem I had neglected to see.  The article claimed that Christianity is to blame for the mistreatment of the environment.  


When I read this, I was shocked, but as I continued reading, it made more and more sense.  The Christian creation story and linear concept of time provide the explanation for this thesis.  In this creation story, man names the animals, which were created for man’s benefit and rule, thus indicating that man is above, not a part of, nature.  Man is further removed from nature in that he is made in the image of God.  Christianity “not only established a dualism of man and nature but also insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends” (White). Being linear and having an end point, Christianity provides little incentive for preservation of nature because it implies that at some point, it won’t matter.  Jesus will someday return to save humanity and then it will all be over. With the cyclicallness of other religions, however, there is no endpoint, thus the state of nature will always matter and must thus be preserved. Additionally, the philosophies Taoism and Buddhism focus on harmony and balance in all aspects of life, including nature. This harmony is what Leopold states as his conservation ethic.  Man must live communally with nature.  This harmony is, in essence, the goal obtained in “thinking like a mountain.”  


In embracing this goal I realized that my beliefs don’t have to fit in a neat little box.  What I believe is personal and as long as it helps me to be the best person I can be and to follow my vocation, I can be a Christian who believes in a cyclical universe and is in community with nature.  Each member of the land community follows his or her own path, but ultimately he or she is striving for the same goal—“peace in our time.” In learning to “Think Like a Mountain,” this goal can be achieved.
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