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porch. Despite the inevitability 
of it all, I didn’t want to begin 
my day with a burial. Last year 
I told stories that had endings. 
I thought primarily in lines.

It was early summer, and 
the warmth of that season 
stimulates life. That evening, 
I carried the box out to the 
yard where I’d made a small 
grave behind the asters. Look-
ing through the cracks between 
the cardboard I spied the bird’s 
wing moving. My mind was 
suddenly awash in adrena-
line—was I so inattentive to 
have mistaken sleep for death? 
But he was so limp, so lifeless 
. . . I pulled back the flaps pre-
pared to witness a miracle and 
saw life plainly: the bird, dead 
as before, dead but moving 
with the life of a whole larval 
community. Life animating 
death. Death animating life? It 
was difficult to discern the dif-
ference as the bird’s body wrig-
gled, its head bobbing gently. 
The beautiful, unsung dance 
of life embracing life. Mortality 
uplifted.

Our lives spring from love: 
the sacrifice of a limited world 
of life. In this context, death 
can be an act of love. From the 
vantage point of survival, death 
holds no potential for us. But 
within the broad community 
of life, death is a gift. When 
we fear death and scheme to 
survive perhaps it is because 
we have forgotten how beauti-
ful death can be, knit back into 

Earth and its members are suffering cata-
strophically, reflecting the domination of some 
over others imposing simplistic desires for gen-
erating money over truly enriching ones for all 
unique life.

—Julianne Lutz Warren
Becoming City in Five Short Acts

The time to love is now. Now, while we can 
choose how to live and how to die. Now, with 
beauty apparent: breathe, look, touch, savor, and 
listen. Listen to learn, for you cannot love what 
you do not know. You can control, contain, and 
even kill, but you cannot love without first learn-
ing.

The strongest acts of love are grounded in the 
most intimate knowledge of well-being for anoth-
er because love—despite all the cultural confusion 
and carelessness surrounding it—is doing the best 
for what we value the most with no expectation 
of return; only the sincere hope that with loving, 
what we value will thrive.

Love offers a way of living beyond mere sur-
vival, our salvation from selfishness, our connec-
tion to community.

When we set aside the words that beguile 
us, what would we give more for than life? Life, 
in which cicadas hum; life, in which wild roses 
climb; life, wending in seasons and cycles, flow-
ing between the illusory dichotomies that separate 
us. What is more precious than life that draws us 
together, except for death that allows us to live?

A year ago I was called to extract a baby bird 
from a warehouse. The nest was far out of reach, 
wedged between rafters and roof. The tiny bird had 
tumbled from thirty feet aloft onto concrete and 
was amazingly, in the moment, alive. It seemed ei-
ther a miracle or a mistake. I took the bird home, 
prepared to bring it to a wildlife clinic the next 
day. He died overnight. I opened the small card-
board box the next morning to discover his limp 
body, nested in terrycloth. With a clenched jaw 
I turned and left the dead bird in his box on the 
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too much, talk too much, listen 
little, observe even less.

It is autumn. Walking with 
my dog through the forest I am 
reminded of just how useless 
words are in a world of shad-
ow, snap, crunch, smell. She 
bounds ahead, reading stories 
written across the trail in vari-
ous strengths of stench. Stories 
without endings. At the base 
of an oak she pauses, burrow-
ing her nose through the leaf 
layers, sniffing and snorting, 
interpreting a scene long since 
past, etched in odor, trans-
formed over time. “What is it, 
girl?” I say, in that futile way 
people talk at other animals, to 
relate on human terms, taking 
the familiar “etic” approach.

I crouch beside her. With 
deep breaths I inhale an inch 
above the earth. I cannot sense 
the importance of this particu-
lar mix of moss-bark-rotting 
leaf-soil. I can barely sense the 
specifics of the odor at all. But 
it must be meaningful because 
she stands fixed with her nose 
against the ground awhile lon-
ger.

I gaze skyward. Bare 
branches etch over the clear 
blue wash of sky beyond. I 
lean back, a wet, matted leaf 
tapestry molding my head, 
crisp edges caressing my ear. 
A woodpecker’s drumming 
punctuates the murmuring of 
movement in the leaf litter and 
underground. I marvel at the 
full, diverse expressions of life 

life. Once my grandmother’s body would have 
nourished the soil, nourishing the life on which 
my family lives.

Instead we box death up and stare at it strange-
ly. We do not see how it relates to us, to our lives. 
We talk about ends. We look only to take, forget-
ting that to take you must also give. This is not 
abstract poetry. It’s the way life happens. We are 
each soil and stars and millions of microbes bound 
together by acts of love, gifts of sacrifice. We can 
survive or we can thrive. It’s all in the action.

Love does not arise out of letters. It cannot be 
activated by words. It’s not something you say, it is 
something you do—whether for a patch of prairie, 
a barred owl, a brother, or a shore pine. The sac-
rifices we make for the well-being of another, the 
sacrifices we make for what we value. This funda-
mental act of being in community, love, binds us 
through and despite all.

As humans we have constructed a parallel 
world of words. We wrap ourselves in language so 
much that we cannot always feel what we touch. 
We thought up this word, love, that distracts us 
from loving. We decided on love in our minds, for-
getting that love is part of matter. Love is possible 
in every action, present in every being.

Anthropologists discuss emic and etic perspec-
tives in their fieldwork—the difference between 
understanding a culture from within and without. 
Can we cultivate an anthropological approach to 
love where we set aside our etic conceptions, our-
selves—focusing on understanding and acting in 
the interest of the emic, the other? Doing what 
we know to do, giving what we have. We cannot 
love without sacrifice, and we cannot live without 
death.

And yet, we deny death’s role in our lives. We 
dismiss the dying. We are prepared to lose the 
greater part of life’s diversity, for what exactly? 
Convenience? Fear? We have invented a word, bio-
philia, but how can we apply this term when what 
we do does not love life? Hiding out from mortal-
ity, clinging to a cult of our own creation, we think 
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in this place. It takes more than one species, more 
than one language, more than one life to compre-
hend it all.
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