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I should like to begin with the words of a nineteenth-century Scottish immigrant to the United States, a man who made his way to the Sierras in California and to the valley of the Yosemite.  Writing a letter in 1870 to an older woman and friend back in the Midwest, this California sojourner offered a testimony that is truly remarkable.  Here is part of what he said:


Dear Mrs. Carr  Do behold the King in his glory, King Sequoia.  Behold! Behold! seems all I can say.  Some time ago I left all for Sequoia:  have been & am at his feet fasting & praying for light, for is he not the greatest light in the woods; in the world. . . . I'm in the woods, woods woods, & they are in me-ee-ee.  The King tree & me have sworn eternal love--sworn it without swearing & I've taken the sacrament with Douglass Squirrell drank Sequoia wine, Sequoia blood, & with its rosy purple drops I am writing this woody gospel letter.  I never before knew the virtue of Sequoia juice.  Seen with sunbeams in it, its color is the most royal of all royal purples.  No wonder the Indians instinctively drink it for they know not what.  I wish I was so drunk & Sequoical that I could preach the green brown woods to all the juiceless world, descending from this divine wilderness like a John Baptist eating Douglass Squirrels & wild honey or wild anything, crying, Repent for the Kingdom of Sequoia is at hand.


The writer was none other than John Muir (1838-1914), who had emigrated from Scotland to Wisconsin with his family when he was eleven, received an education at the University of Wisconsin, and traveled extensively throughout the United States, often on foot.  This, however, is part of the outer story.  Muir's letter to Jeanne Carr revealed another, inner narrative--a Romantic tale of connective and even mystical experience, with its object a vast environmental collective that we, in the West, call "nature."  There were traces of another sort of collective, to be sure--hints and teases that told of history and community--references to church and sacrament and to missionary and evangelical witness.  But the act that formed the subject of Muir's letter was an act in nature, romantically solitary, historyless, wildly stirring in ways that a theologian might argue blended immanence and transcendence in a profound and transformative religious experience of nature.


Alongside these excerpts from Muir's unabashedly confessional letter, I should like to set another sort of narrative.  Its author was a Virginian, the son of a Methodist circuit rider, who eventually came to be associated, especially, with the state of Missouri.  Looking back on a traumatic, re-orienting moment, when he had gazed at two of his own children and a third adopted one, all dead from spinal meningitis, this man, much later in 1897, recalled:


I decided then that God was not a guessing God, but a God of truth.


     
And all His works, spiritual and material, are harmonious.  His law of animal life was absolute.  So wise a God had certainly placed the remedy within the material house in which the spirit of life dwells.



With this thought I trimmed my sail and launched my craft as an explorer. . . . Soon I saw the green islands of health all over the seas of reason.  Ever since then I have watched the driftwood and course of the wind, and I have never failed to find the source whence the drifting came.



Believing that a living, intelligent Maker of man had deposited in this body some place or through the whole system drugs in abundance to cure all infirmities, on every voyage of exploration I have been able to bring back a cargo of indisputable truths, that all the remedies necessary to health exist in the human body.  They can be administered by adjusting the body in such condition that the remedies may naturally associate themselves together, hear the cries, and relieve the afflicted. . . .



. . . I am better prepared to-day, after a twenty years' voyage and close observation, to say that God or nature is the only doctor whom man should respect.


This account--far more sober and rationalizing than Muir's--is the work of Muir's contemporary Andrew Taylor Still (1828-1914), founder of the system of physical manipulation known as osteopathy.    Still's God is Nature's God with a vengeance here, and--as the last line suggests--himself indistinguishable from nature.  Indeed, Still's autobiography, from which these words are taken, repeatedly invokes an Enlightenment deity, one indistinguishable from a nature that works, in an unmistakable eighteenth-century throwback, as a great and vast machine.  


Both in the mystically and evangelically toned experience of the Romantic Muir and in the mechanistic Enlightenment ideology of the Methodist circuit rider's son, Andrew Taylor Still, nature functions as an absolute that grounds and orients life.  It transforms and re-invests each person's life project, and it operates in a realm that I believe is best described as religious.  Here I understand the religious to concern ways of framing what is thought to be both ground and absolute for meaningful life and to concern, as well, ways of interacting with that ground/absolute consistently and comprehensively.  I see it, too, as I did in 1990 in my book Nature Religion in America, as a way or the ways that people orient themselves with reference to ordinary as well as extra-ordinary aspects of their worlds--to the powers, meanings, and values that give them something substantive to think and do on Planet Earth as they wait their deaths.
  If the religious is qualified further, as I do, by designating some of it nature religion, the qualification needs to be seen as temporary and heuristic.  Understood from this perspective, nature religion emerges as a contemporary social construction for past and present American religion, much in the direction of Robert Bellah's well-known social construction in the concept of civil religion.
  However, different from Bellah, I emphasize that nature religion is a social construction centered on one of the three symbolic centers that have preoccupied Western culture and theology.  Alongside the symbolic centers associated, first, with intuitions regarding God and, second, with experiences concerning humankind, nature in the United States, as in the Western world in general, has proved, as a third symbolic center, good to think and to feel religiously.


Good to think and good to feel, nature, still, has been thought and felt in decidedly different ways across the American centuries.  Some Americans have contemplated "nature" as the entire universe--as awesome mystery and source of unfathomable energies and powers.  Others have been drawn to nature as the quality of law and regularity in all life, with special emphasis, sometimes, on the cosmological laws that generate movement in the heavens and stars.  Still other Americans, like John Muir in his letter to Carr, have looked to a nurturing environmental matrix, especially in its landscape and vegetative aspects, while their cousins have singled out the animal--i.e., the nonhuman--kingdom as nature's dominion.  Moving even closer to their own subjectivity, some Americans, like Andrew Taylor Still in the autobiographical fragment I have read, have been preoccupied with the physical basis of human consciousness and existence in the human body, and they have pondered nature by pondering the embodied quality of human life.  Another some have seen nature as representing the nontechnological and unmanipulated aspects of their own existence as humans.  And, in an ultimate idealistic coup, some, with the venerable Ralph Waldo Emerson leading the way, have seen nature as one major partner in a dualism of Nature and Soul, with nature being, as Emerson wrote, all that is "NOT ME."
  Here, then, even technology counts as nature!


As this already suggests, Muir's Romantic mystical moment in Yosemite and Still's enlightened one in the valley of death surely inscribe the theme of difference in a religious agenda regarding nature.  Yet beyond the clear differences in the perspectives and experiences of the two, there are striking similarities in the preoccupation of both men with nature in a religious context.  Most obviously, no church of nature is formed for either Muir or Still.  If ecclesial structure protects religious creed and nurtures religious cultus, helping believers to remember an ur moment of heightened perception or understanding, no overtly religious structure supports the memory of either man.  And this is hardly an accident of history.  In fact, were a catalog of religious events in nature--and the women and men who later recollected them--to occupy my attention here, it would be nearly endless.  However, in Western culture, at least, few of the events or persons would yield anything resembling even the beginnings of a strong religious institutional and organizational presence.


Why is this?  One answer is that the Western experience and recollection of nature, prized as it is, also tends to be highly personal and individualized.  It has historically been a standard trope for the devotee to be solitary and alone, gazing into a Presence that distances, seemingly, all human presences, worlds, and constructions.  Think, for example, of Ralph Waldo Emerson's classic affirmation of his own unaccompanied existence in nature:  "Standing on the bare ground,--my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space,--all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eye-ball.  I am nothing.  I see all.  The currents of the Universal Being circulate through me;  I am part or particle of God."
  


A second and related answer for the absence of a strong Western Nature Church is that neither the ur religious moment nor its aftermath foregrounds history or historical connection.  Shared language, custom, kinship, and the mutuality of lived-through events are, all of them, the sociological bases for the gathering of the congregation.  Confessions of time in nature are most typically confessions about being out of the tribe, away from the group, implicitly constructing a world over against the humanly constructed and organized one, playing with the first early whispers of what later may be mounted as criticism against it.  The shared language here must be the language that resonates with others who have had similar moments away from the crowd, outside of the time of history--others who, even if they band together intent on experiencing nature and living in the light of their experience, still must articulate their intentionality in terms that criticize history.  The normative kinship is one of the spirit, not one of the blood or, usually, the bond of connected labor.  So the work of human imagination done in nature is work that, in general, militates against organized religion.


My argument, therefore, is that to name a phenomenon that can be labeled nature religion is to name something at once powerful and ever so fragile.  An experience within nature can shape and orient a life--as the experiences of Muir and Still both remind--but the experience of sacrality in nature does not usually move congregationally.  One can, of course, point to Wiccans and other neopagan and related groups in our own time.  But these are movement-status groups, ever and quickly changing and subject to easy fragmentation, and they are also, in the long Western history of a phenomenon, exceptional.  They tend to be ad hoc communities:  their proneness to fracture is not the stuff of which strong organizations are made.  That said, something else of exceeding importance follows.  There is no strong mechanism, therefore, to preserve nature religion as religion.  Without strongly institutionalized community, without clearly demarcated history, it exists as an inherently unstable construct, and it easily deconstructs into something else.  


Even a brief glance at either Muir or Still tells the nature-religion story.  Muir--who had avidly read both Emerson and Henry David Thoreau and carried Emerson's essays in his pack--became an articulate nature writer with a strongly political edge.
  He led the forest-preservation movement of his day, crusaded for the national-park idea, and functioned as one of the leading figures in the movement that led to the creation of Yosemite National Park in 1890.  He founded the Sierra Club, which even today works to advance an environmental agenda in politics.  For his part, Still established osteopathy as an alternative to the evolving scientific medicine of his day.  He founded an osteopathic educational system that challenged class- and gender-based norms in the medical establishment, building in Kirksville, Missouri, a school that welcomed rural Midwestern and Southern matriculants, an impressive number of them women.  He wrote extensively and lectured widely, connecting the God of Nature with specific and practical techniques for manipulating bones and bodies.  Today, his followers practice side by side with doctors in the nation's hospitals.  


Taken together the life paths of both men suggest major vectors along which nature religion can deconstruct.  Muir's example, I suggest, points to an outward-turning deconstruction in which a Romantic nature religion transmutes into politics and/or ethics--in his case, an environmental activism that becomes thoroughly politicized.  By contrast, Still's example tells of a metaphysical sublimation of the Enlightenment that yields a set of theosophical tenets and propositions inwardly even as it finds expression in a healing modality.  These late-nineteenth-century cases are important because they reveal cultures of connection to nature that set directions for the twentieth century on to its end.  They help us to begin to glimpse why certain seemingly secular features of the later twentieth-century world generate the passion, the depths of commitment, and the potential for conflict that sometimes they do.  And they show us what happens when nature religion, unchurched and unfrocked, finds its half-life in excommunicate form.  In what follows, I propose to explore some bits and pieces of the more Muir-like outward-turning deconstruction of nature religion--of its collapse into politics and ethics.


A clear and obvious place to begin is with the radical environmentalism of the late- twentieth century United States--precisely because it shows us a Romantic nature religion still recognizable as religion and just in the act of deconstructing into the political, a nature religion that can seemingly be captured in the very process of unraveling.  Responsive to currents from abroad, American radical environmentalism has thrived on concepts like Norwegian scholar Arne Naess's "deep ecology" and British scientist James Lovelock's Gaia hypothesis.  Naess first articulated his views in 1972 at the Third World Future Research Conference in Bucharest, Hungary, where he pronounced humans to be only one part of a total biosphere and strongly questioned their claims to special consideration.  Unlike a more surface-oriented ecology movement that would give us "the man-in-environment image," Naess's "deep-ecology" proposal sought "the relational, total-field image."
  His views were popularized and spread in the United States especially by Bill Devall and George Sessions, whose book Deep Ecology became a kind of environmental gospel.  Adding their own reading to that of Naess, the two identified a deep ecological self that needed to find itself not only among the human species but also in the nonhuman world.  They saw deep ecology as "a way of developing a new balance and harmony between individuals, communities and all of Nature."  It held, they declared, the potential to meet "our deepest yearnings:  faith and trust in our most basic intuitions" and, significantly here, "courage to take direct action."


Lovelock, in turn, returned to the ancient Greek belief that the earth was alive, enshrined in the name of the Earth Goddess Gaia.  He also, less spectacularly, acknowledged the scientific articulation of the view of a living earth in a lecture by James Hutton in 1785 before the Royal Society of Edinburgh.  But Lovelock moved considerably beyond orthodox science to propound a mystically immanent Gaia "now through us awake and aware of herself."  Even more, with Gaia the encompassing whole, the turn toward our own species had to be treated with at least some circumspection.  "The human species is of course a key development for Gaia," Lovelock wrote, "but we have appeared so late in her life that it hardly seemed appropriate to start our quest by discussing our own relationships within her."  And, indeed, the Gaia hypothesis echoed the radical stance of deep ecology when Lovelock declared, "From a Gaian viewpoint, all attempts to rationalize a subjugated biosphere with man in charge are as doomed to failure as the similar concept of benevolent colonialism."


The deep ecological and Gaian assertions suggest a nature religion at the threshold, just leaving the realm of spirit and poised for action in our world.  In the American Earth First! movement, I argue, nature religion is at once present and in process of transmutation to provide the fire and passion for a radical environmentalism.  The story of the emergence of Earth First! may be told by turning, first, to a history of tensions between leaders in the established environmental organizations of the 1960s and 1970s.  Caught between effective lobbying strategies and their far more idealistic visions and goals, these leaders were being stoked by their own frustrations to do something more.  Their growing militance became the starting place for Edward Abbey's 1975 novel The Monkey Wrench Gang, a book that for the Earth First! movement would later become almost a charter document.
  Abbey, in fact, had based his work on an actual group called the Eco-Raiders, members of which has operated in Arizona, employing illegal and unorthodox means to thwart suburban growth in Tucson.  They had burned billboards and damaged bulldozers, causing losses of over 500,000 dollars to private property and attacking major projects in the midst of development.  Members of the group in the process acquired a reputation as folk heroes, saving the desert from destruction.


The four protagonists of Abbey's novel were based on the Eco-Raiders and were called the Monkey Wrench Gang.  They traveled the Southwest engaging in various forms of ecological sabotage (what Earth First!ers would routinely call "ecotage"), with their most ambitious goal the destruction of Glen Canyon Dam.  The gang's tactics put the word monkeywrenching into the radical environmental vocabulary and, with it, a program and agenda for purposive action.  Indeed, a recent edition of a Santa Barbara Earth First! newsletter, a four-page pulp tabloid from 1999 printed without date or volume number, is filled with admiring Abbey references.  It defines monkeywrenching as "the purposeful dismantling or disabling of objects used in environmentally-destructive practices at a specific site."  The newsletter goes on to say that "when all other tactics have failed, monkeywrenching represents the final step in the defense of the wild" and that "monkeywrenching is nonviolent and never directed against humans or other beings."  And it adds, significantly, "While Earth First! neither condones nor condemns monkeywrenching, we do encourage thoughtful discourse on the effectiveness and morality of such tactics."


This public willingness to skirt the edge of legal danger, present in Central Coast California in 1999, has been characteristic of the Earth First! movement from its beginnings.  Dave Foreman, its founder, in his own life story provides important insights into the group, its sometime embrace of nature religion, and the unraveling of its nature religion into impassioned and anti-establishment confrontational politics.
  In the late 1970s, Foreman was chief lobbyist for the Wilderness Society.  He had come from a conservative family background, with his father a career Air Force officer and women in his family members of the Daughters of the American Revolution.  He grew up in a fundamentalist Protestant church, and he had passing visions of becoming a minister.  Foreman worked to elect Barry Goldwater while he was in college and was active--in fact, New Mexico state chair--in the Young Americans for Freedom.  With strong Republican commitments, he approved of the war in Vietnam, and his anti-Communism was de rigueur.  Then, after his college graduation in 1968, he attended Marine Corps Officers' Candidate School.  Here came the first important hint of the radical and Romantic future he would embrace.  For he was there a bare two months, with half of the time in the brig, and the experience prompted him to discover himself a "Jeffersonian."

  
From childhood, Foreman had been concerned about environmental themes, and now he became interested in the Sierra Club.  It proved to be the gateway to a life of environmental activism, at first as a supporter of traditional lobbying work in more or less establishment settings within the environmental community.  Foreman, however, as in his earlier Marine Corps experience, eventually became disillusioned--this time by the professionalization of the environmental movement.  When the United States Forest Service's Roadless Area Review and Evaluation II (RARE II), from 1977 to 1979, ended in a large victory for development forces with the opening of thirty-six million acres for their use, Foreman saw the action as a sell-out to the resource industry.  He became radicalized, left Washington, D.C., where he had been lobbying, and was ready to leave the Wilderness Society. 


At this point in his life narrative, legend takes over.  In April 1980, Foreman went hiking with four friends in the Mexican Pinacate Desert.  There are variants to the story of what happened, but all of them tell of a spontaneous rebellion among the five against a technology seen as destroying the wilderness.  All versions also tell of their collective sense of a law more fundamental than the written law of the land--one that overrode its demands--and the story variants likewise tell of their sense of the importance of banding with others in a confrontation with the industrial giant.  So after a week away from civilization and its discontents--with all five of the hikers drunk, riding in Foreman's Volkswagen bus according to one account, and ranting freely about their environmental frustrations--Foreman suddenly shouted "Earth first!"  Foreman's shout became both name and birth for a movement.  According to Martha Lee, who has chronicled it, "those within Earth First! understand the most important components of this trip to be a leave-taking from traditional society, a journey into an unknown and difficult wilderness, and a return to society with knowledge of the political good.  Foreman's simple declaration 'Earth First!' is all that is required to become part of the movement."


And movement indeed is the appropriate term.  Although what came to be was at first well-organized, according to Lee, it quickly demonstrated its movement ideology--and, in fact, its subsequent history showed it to be subject to factions and splits, with Foreman eventually leaving Earth First! to found another group.
  The presence of a form of nature religion was easily apparent, but so was its malleability for political ends.  Foreman himself thought of the environment as "religious in a non-supernatural sense . . . we have an ethical, reciprocal relationship with the land.  We are, for lack of a better term, talking about our souls."  In this context, monkeywrenching became for him both a political strategy and a religious act.  In interviews he called it a "form of worshipping the earth" and "very much a sacrament."  He likewise assessed that a bulldozer was "just iron ore. . . . It doesn't want to be up here destroying the earth.  All we're doing is liberating its soul, allowing it to find its true self, its Buddha-hood, and go back into the earth."


The movement Foreman founded has even more demonstrated its preoccupation with religious themes in earth-based forms of spirituality--and, at the same time, has kept a constant eye to the political utility of religious acts.  Thus, Bron Taylor, with years of participant-observation to back him, has argued in a series of essays for the prominence of environmental ritual within the Earth First! movement and for its implication in later forms of environmental activism.
   Taylor points, especially, to a kind of sacred text that is continually ritualized by Earth First!ers.  This is Aldo Leopold's evocation of a dying wolf in his well-known essay "Thinking Like a Mountain."  There Leopold recounts the day he saw an old she-wolf, mother of a grown brood of pups, die after he and his friends had pumped her and the others full of lead.  


     We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes.  I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes--something known only to her and to the mountain.  I was young then, and full of trigger-itch; I thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, that no wolves would mean hunters' paradise.  But after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed with such a view.


Taylor chronicles how, for Earth First!ers, this "mythic moral fable" has become the focus for ritualized animal-human communication, with the wolf's "green fire" a symbolic expression of the life of the wild.  He points to "green fire" road shows, as they have been known, and calls them "biocentric revival meetings."  Here, in what one balladeer in the shows identifies as "ecoevangelism," the wolf is personified, and with solemn voice rebukes humans and urges them to repent of their destructive environmental deeds and to reverence earth and all beings.   "Some of the shows," notes Taylor, have "ended with converts howling in symbolic identification with the wild and wolves."
  But, important here, what is as clear is that the road shows are meant to gain converts not simply for religion but more for risk-taking politically driven acts of environmental radicalism.


Besides road shows, Earth First! sponsors wilderness rendezvous that typically last a week, featuring revelry, song, and primal drumming and dancing--the dancers clad with more mud than clothes in a symbolic statement of unity with the earth.  On one evening, there is typically a "tribal unity dance," and on another, ritual portrayals that apocalyptically point to human environmental destructiveness and, beyond it, the new and harmonious earth that humans will inhabit peacefully in an "eco-utopian victory."  Especially noticeable in the orchestrated ritual life of these rendezvous is the Council of All Beings, which Taylor calls "almost a rite of passage within the movement."
  Begun by activists in the deep-ecology movement in North America, Australia, and England, the council, as Taylor explains, is a "ritual process in which people mourn the loss of wild places and creatures and participate in a variety of exercises designed to blur the boundaries between the self and the other.  The council culminates in dramatic performances in which participants are either shamanistically or imaginatively possessed by the spirits of nonhuman entities, cry out in anguish over how they have been treated by humans, appeal for human repentance, and finally empower the assembled humans for ecological militancy."
  Once again, the final note is action in a political cause.  The Council of All Beings is a ritual contrivance primed to lead to radical environmental and political deeds.


Taylor goes on to catalog a series of other ritual practices and moments among Earth First!ers in what is surely a rich and evocative symbolic life.  It is clear, too, that major sources of inspiration for that life come from a romantically or postromantically tinged neopaganism, in general, in an amalgamation that folds into it Native American, Asian, Wiccan, sometimes New Age, and also more general themes.
  He, and Martha Lee from a different, more chiliastic perspective, also detail a major fissure running through the movement, in which one faction is far more drawn to self-conscious ritual practice and what the opposing faction calls "woo woo."  Lee identifies the factions with an original and increasingly apocalyptic group, represented especially by Dave Foreman but also by Edward Abbey and Earth First! radical philosopher Christopher Manes.
  This segment of the movement has championed biocentrism and biodiversity, seeing wilderness, and not humanity, as "the measure by which all actions should be judged."  The other faction (and the one that at present controls the movement), argues Lee, is more hopeful and thus millenarian in orientation, and it likewise connects biocentrism to social justice issues.  It is also the faction in which "woo woo" is seen by the original faction to thrive.
  


Taylor's analysis of the factions is less millennially driven.  In work that grounds and precedes Lee's, he identifies the first faction as the "Wilders," whom he identifies with Foreman and Manes, with their focus on biodiversity and biocentrism to the exclusion of other issues.  He calls the second group the "Holies," a California-dominated group that links biodiversity to other social issues, and he acknowledges their "more overtly spiritual expression."  However, Taylor is quick to point to Foreman's penchant for religious language, and he sees the ritual element pervading the movement.
  Moreover, what is clear from both accounts (Taylor's and Lee's) is the interwovenness of political and religious themes, an  interwovenness in which ritual, where it exists, functions as a direct pump to political activism.

   
Still, even with the news of Earth First!'s factionalism, its sometime suspicion of religious rites, and its political drivenness, enough has been suggested here to point to the presence of some form of nature religion among Earth First!ers.  What is important to notice, though, for a deconstructive account of nature religion is, as my remarks have already suggested, how the ritual functions within the movement and how it is deployed.  For it seems clear that ritual works largely as a self-conscious tool, that it is meant as an astute aid to the manipulation of emotions in order to advance the political agenda of radical environmentalism, an agenda that includes acts that range from simple civil disobedience to more complicated instances of ecotage and monkeywrenching.  In other words, what gives fire and drive to the movement is the "green fire" of Aldo Leopold's dying wolf, who might be seen as the ghostly reminder of the fully religious moment, the time when the earth acquired the aura of transcendence even as its immanent deities communed with human folk.  And yet, as Earth First! factionalism already suggests, no fully fledged religious organization will likely result or is meant to.  Earth First! will yield no Nature Church.


Thus, what is especially interesting about Earth First!, as I have already suggested, is that within it we catch nature religion in the very act of erasing itself, of engaging in a transmutation into politics.  Now I want to pursue some reflections on what happens when the transmutation is more complete.  I turn, therefore, to a second instance that can be linked to nature religion and, this time, to its deconstruction into ethics.  My focus here, however briefly, will be ethical vegetarianism.  The vegetarian strand, of course, has been part of Western culture from the time of antiquity.  Ancients as esteemed as Pythagoras, Seneca, Plutarch, and Porphyry were drawn to abstention from flesh-eating.
   After a long period of diminished interest from late Hellenistic times, a revived concern appeared in the West in the eighteenth century and continued through the nineteenth and into our own times, in which arguments for vegetarianism have grown more plural and complex and vegetarian practice itself has become more noticeable, prevalent, and--since the 1970s--even fashionable.
  


My concern, though, is less with the Western history of vegetarianism and more with its late-twentieth-century American incarnation--and that in a context that foregrounds its relationship to a once-and-remembered nature religion.  For my argument, quite simply, is that a major source of the passion that impels vegetarian commitments and lifestyles is, in many cases, the (deconstructed) religion of nature in one or another of its manifestations.  Indeed, if there is "deep ecology," there is also as Michael Allen Fox writes, "deep vegetarianism."  "There is such a thing," he writes, "as a vegetarian conscience," and he calls it "an ethical perspective from which decisions governing one's place in the community of nature may be made."  What is that place?  For Fox, the answer is clear, and--for those familiar with Arne Naess, Bill Devall, and George Sessions--not surprising.  "The vegetarian conscience takes humans to be a part of nature, not apart from nature," he argues.


It therefore predicates human activity on an understanding of interconnections between the human and nonhuman species.  It is egalitarian with respect to other humans, regardless of their differences, and acknowledges the intrinsic value of diverse nonhuman life-forms and forms of consciousness.  It recognizes the importance of ecologically sustainable human activity and affirms the requirement that we seek to minimize our impact on the planet and the amount of harm we do in the course of looking after our own essential needs. . . . The vegetarian's goal is not moral perfection but rather compassionate cohabitation with other species and respect for the earth, to the greatest extent that these precepts can be followed daily, both in one's own personal activities and in social policies and planning.


Fox's words resonate, surely, with Earth First!ers in the social-justice wing of the movement, the wing that Taylor has called the Holies and that detractors have accused of "woo woo."  But there is no woo woo, no ecological ritual here--instead, the everyday practice of eating, done consciously and without the presence of animal flesh.  Romantic cultus has become ethical code, and with the transformation the symbolic life essential to the religious act is muted, disguised, and even effaced.  


That contemporary effacement can be found in Anglo-Western culture from the 1970s, when Australian philosopher Peter Singer published his provocative book Animal Liberation.  Identifying "speciesism" as a deeply problematic "prejudice or attitude of bias in favor of the interests of members of one's own species and against those of members of other species," Singer went on to urge what could be done to counter it.  After detailing a series of such gestures, he argued, "there is one other thing we can do that is of supreme importance; it underpins, makes consistent, and gives meaning to all our other activities on behalf of animals.  This one thing is that we cease to eat animals."
  


By the early 1980s, the moral status of animals had become the focus for ethical scrutiny, and Tom Regan's well-known book The Case for Animal Rights was arguing for the considerability of nonhuman animals as subjects of rights.  Basing his argument on the practice of animal agriculture, Regan advanced a vegetarian argument that moved beyond individual abstention from meat.  "Because the practice of animal agriculture as we know it fails to treat farm animals with the respect they are due," he declared, "that practice is unjust."  Regan urged that "the dissolution of commercial animal farming as we know it obviously requires more than our individual commitment to vegetarianism," and he thought that "to refuse on principle to buy the products of the meat industry is to do what is right, but it is not to do enough."  What was needed, therefore, was social education and transformation, "acting to bring about those changes that are necessary if the rights of these animals are not to be violated."
  The ethical, in short, pointed toward the political even if it did not quite yet embody it.


Arguments for vegetarianism in our time have been, as I have already indicated, plural and complex, ranging from Andrew Linzey's articulation of a biblical basis for vegetarianism in his Animal Theology to Carol Adams's identification of the connections between oppression of animals and of women--between butchering and sexual violence--in The Sexual Politics of Meat.
  Indeed, Michael Fox puts forward a list of ten basic arguments, summarizing them as "health," "animal suffering and death," "impartiality or disinterested moral concern," "environmental concerns," "the manipulation of nature," "world hunger and social injustice," "interconnected forms of oppression," "interspecies kinship and compassion," "universal nonviolence" or "ahimsa," and "spiritual and religious arguments."
  Moreover, the linkage between numbers of these arguments, in actual vegetarian practice, is a feature of at least the American vegetarian culture.  


That linkage and interconnection point, too, to an overarching metanarrative about nature and its sacrality.  In this master story, health comes from following nature; needless animal suffering and death violate the rights of other forms of the great nature that surrounds us; and disinterested moral concern points to seeing oneself in terms of the natural whole.  Similarly, environmental concerns foreground respect for the natural heritage; and manipulative deeds regarding nature are felt to be exploitative of what deserves deep and abiding reverence.  Meanwhile, problems of world hunger and social injustice are seen to point to all human beings as children of a nature that equalizes rank and riches.  Arguments about interconnected forms of oppression use the ancient theory of correspondence between macrocosm, microcosm, and other microcosms--the religiophilosophical theory that is foundational for American nature religion--to connect the violation of nature with the violation of women, racial minorities, the poor, and a catalog of the world's oppressed.   Appeals to interspecies kinship and compassion, likewise, are predicated on notions of the one encompassing nature that, like a mother, births and nurtures all beings.  Nonviolence, in Asian and American perspectives, takes the kindliness manifested in the gentle and nurturing side of nature--for there is violence in nature, surely, as no one can deny--and translates it into food practice.  Finally, religious arguments--which run the gamut from those based on the spiritual resources of purity and abstention from meat-eating, as in Christian monasticism, to others that emphasize reverence for sentient beings, as in forms of Buddhism and other Asian religions--more often than not invoke nature or the law of nature in their ethical discourse and advice.


How does such linkage between the various arguments in support of vegetarianism work out in contemporary American practice and the rhetoric of flesh refusal that supports it?  And how does the linkage point to a deconstructed form of nature religion?   To begin to answer, consider, for example, the case of John Robbins.  Robbins was born heir to the Baskin-Robbins ice cream fortune and groomed to assume control of the company after the retirement of his father.  He disappointed his family by rejecting a career and way of life in a kind of ethical conversion to a life in nature.  This initially meant experiments with natural farming with his wife and partner Deo Robbins, experiments in which the pair, in an isolated rural location, naively thought they were nurturing cabbages when they were growing weeds.
  And, more seriously, it meant a deep and abiding commitment to ethical vegetarianism.  


But John Robbins did not stop there.  He subsequently researched and wrote three books, the first two as impassioned arguments in support of a vegan (nondairy vegetarian) way of life.  His first book, Diet for a New America, which was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize and became something of an international bestseller, constituted an especially clear example of the interconnection of vegetarian advocacy arguments in the lingering light of nature religion.
  Carefully read, Robbins's work urged movement toward vegetarianism without condemning less-than-total espousal.  More to my point, however, he linked ideas about animal rights to an exhaustive expose of abusive conditions for animals on factory farms to health concerns in a late industrial civilization.  And alongside these, he placed other themes about environmental pollution and degradation through current agribusiness in contrast to the rewards of  "sustainable"--that is, organic--agriculture.    Robbins's book offered a barrage of statistics--in fact, a virtual tour de force--in its support of a turn toward a vegan diet-style.  The rhetoric was smooth, professional, scientific, firmly authoritative.  But it was clear that the passion and energy for the book came from a place beyond scientific authority--from a once-and-remembered encounter with nature in terms that suggest depths of spiritual experience that we in religious studies would label religious.


Indeed, the foreword to Robbins's book was written by American Buddhist Joanna Macy, a well-known teacher of the "new spirituality," which is a form of religious discourse and practice broader than the metaphysical New Age movement but still resonating with certain themes in it.  Robbins himself confessed that when he "turned down the opportunity to live the American Dream," it was because he "knew there was a deeper dream."  He thought that "in order to understand the full significance of what is being done to . . . animals,"--what he identified as their abuse in factory farming--his readers needed to "understand what kind of creatures animals really are."
  His work ended with twin evocations of Chief Seattle and the Book of Ecclesiastes.  From the reported prophecy of Chief Seattle:  "I will make one condition.  The white man must treat the beasts of this land as his brothers.  For whatever happens to the beasts soon happens to man.  All things are connected."  And from the Bible, in Ecclesiastes 3:19:  "For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth the beasts.  Even one thing befalleth them:  as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath, so that a man hath no pre-eminence above a beast."


Moreover, Robbins specified his version of the dream in a language of assent that for a study of the deconstruction of nature religion is revealing.  "There is a sweeter and deeper American dream than the one I turned down," he declared.  "It is the dream of a success in which all beings share because it is founded on a reverence for life.  A dream of a society at peace with its conscience because it respects and lives in harmony with all life forms.  A dream of a people living in accord with the laws of Creation, cherishing and caring for the natural environment, conserving nature instead of destroying it.  A dream of a society that is truly healthy, practicing a wise and compassionate stewardship of a balanced ecosystem."
  Here Robbins's words surely echo verbal formulas that many would call secular, but they also resonate with a vision that, in its holism and comprehensiveness, may usefully be described as religious.  All the same, the book is not is not so much about the vision as about the advocacy of a food practice that is expressed in ethical terms.  Still more, the organization that John Robbins founded to support the vision--called EarthSave, a name that evokes the depths of his moral commitment--is a nonprofit dedicated not to a grand and encompassing theology of nature but to more mundane educational efforts on behalf of a vegan-leaning set of food choices.  These choices are presented in terms of the same interconnected series of  arguments and elaborated to persuade with the same range of statistics exemplified in Robbins's Diet for a New America.


In sum, Robbins's book and life are about deep vegetarianism far more than they are about a fully expressive religion of nature.  Yet both gain their moral passion and their enduring commitments from an encounter with nature in arguably Romantic terms that suggest the transcendent, the ultimate, and the sacred.  That encounter is far more nebulous in Robbins's case than in that of the Earth First!ers to whom I turned first.  Indeed, taken together Earth First!ers and Robbins illustrate two quite different stages in the transmutation of nature religion into something other than itself--a something other held and conceived with conviction not easily obtainable outside the domain of religion.  


Geographer James D. Proctor has suggested that, in the case of contemporary American environmentalism, there are three sorts of advocates for the ecosystem--at least two of which seem connected in some way to concerns that are religious.  In an evolving discussion of what he terms nature spirituality, Proctor identifies and statistically measures a group of environmental advocates (32 percent) who think that nature is important but not sacred, a group whom he calls nature secularists.  Another group, approximately 29 percent argues Proctor, believe that nature is sacred because it was created by God; this group he calls nature theists.  And finally, for Proctor, there are the nature spiritualists--some 39 percent--who hold that nature is spiritual or sacred in itself.  The nature spiritualists are secular in their trust in science, he argues, but they do not believe that science alone can solve environmental problems; they have, in short, affinities to religion.


The kind of religion that Proctor is trying to name is both elusive and allusive.  For it is more the smell and the smoke than the fire burning bright.  And, as I have tried to show, it is not environmentalism alone that is the case in question.  From out of the nineteenth century, Henry David Thoreau, in his classic Walden, spoke to the condition of religious devolution that I have been trying to name and track here.  "I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove," Thoreau wrote, "and am still on their trail."  He had asked many travelers about them but got no clear answers anywhere--only reports from "one or two who had heard the hound, and the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind a cloud."  These travelers, like Thoreau himself, "seemed as anxious to recover them as if they had lost them themselves."
  It is that anxiety that I have aimed to ponder here--an anxiety that is religious memory in the midst of secular practice and an anxiety that points unmistakably to the spiritual sources of secular passion in our time.
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