A Commentary on Being Green

“They took all the trees
Put ‘em in a tree museum
And charged the people
A dollar and a half just to see ‘em.” — Joni Mitchell

Written in 1970, this song embodies the rally cry of environmental concern that permeated the
Vietnam-era landscape. The lyrics include a protest over the use of the harmful insecticide,
DDT, a lament about disappearing oceanfront beauty and unbelief at the recklessness at which

trees were being uprooted and replanted in places where a fee would be charged to see them.

Songwriter and folk singer, Joni Mitchell, wrote this song with a broken heart. On a trip to

Hawaii, she witnessed the devastation of the beautiful majesty of our 50t state. Trees that
once stood tall, like sentries guarding and protecting the oceanfront real estate, were being
torn down. If one wanted to see indigenous trees that would require a trip to the botanical

gardens.

Mitchell’s protest song helped fuel an unprecedented environmental movement. Americans
expressed anger and outrage over water, air and ground pollution. Toxic emissions from cars,
the burning of fossil fuels for energy, chemical and sewage spills into rivers and streams
became all too familiar nightly news events. Public outrage grew at the country’s toxic waste
disposal laws, or lack of them. No other event of the era communicated the severity of the toxic
waste contamination, as did the Love Canal disaster in Niagara Falls, New York. The severe
health effects that 22,000 buried barrels of toxic waste had on the citizens of that town are

etched indelibly into our hearts.

Ecological consciousness was awakened around the globe. Ecologists pointed their fingers at
the human race — you and me — as the culprits. Rightly so, over time, we had defiled and
disrupted the earth’s ecosystem with reckless abandon. The planet’s survival was threatened;

mankind’s future existence became a question mark.



Joni Mitchell was not the only singer who touted the ecosystem’s demise. In 1971, Marvin Gaye

wrote and sang the distressing song, “Mercy, Mercy Me (The Ecology)”.

“Poison is the wind that blows from the north and south and east
Radiation underground and in the sky,
Animals and birds who live nearby all die
What about this overcrowded land
How much more abuse from man can she stand?”

This heart-rending song talked about disappearance of the blue skies, oceans full of fish tainted

with mercury, and crude oil spilling into the ocean. At the end he pleads, “My sweet Lord... No.”

This is about the time that talk began to surface about “going green.” Defined as making more
environmentally friendly decisions (reduce, reuse and recycle), the initiative was meant to
minimize the damage humans were inflicting upon the earth. The “green” movement
introduced words into our vocabulary such as: sustainable, carbon footprint, alternative fuels,
and global warming. At home, in the workplace and in factories the buzzwords were: energy

efficiency.

| will confess that | sometimes forget about energy efficiency and the “green” movement. | buy
energy deficient light bulbs. | allow water to stream endlessly from my kitchen faucet to clean a
few dishes. | ignore turning off lights that are burning in vacant rooms. Guilty. Guilty. Guilty. But
when | do these things, the first thing that comes to mind is not local or national laws or
restrictions. What convicts me is God’s admonition to “replenish the earth.” | do it scarcely. He

does it lavishly.

Electrical power generated by robust winds and roaring rivers. Torrential rains that fill
reservoirs to the brim. Sunlight that ideally warms the earth and fuels the photosynthesis
process that eventually produces green plants. All of these are forces of the universe, ordered

and ordained by God who created the heavens and earth in their vast array (Genesis 2:1).



God’s admonition to Adam and Eve to work and take care of the earth was the proverbial
“green light.” Seems simple enough. Man’s job? Utilize the earth’s boundless resources he had

provided. Replenish the earth, care for it and respect His gift.

So maybe this blessing of dominion over the earth is written in our hearts? Could that be why
my conscience seems to whisper, “Tsk-tsk,” every time | have the desire to go “green” but |

willfully ignore it? The truth is written on my heart and | can’t escape it.

It is my contention there has to be some sort of innate conscience in people. | imagine that
before Mitchell wrote this environmental protest song, she heard the same “tsk-tsk”. Perhaps
she pictured the Supreme Creator of the world shaking his head in frustration and unbelief
about what was happening. She, too, was convicted by man’s growing propensity to tear down

rather than build up. To pave rather than plant. To contaminate as opposed to conserve.

Joni saw what was happening and did what she knew best to elevate concern for the
environment. Her song was sung at just the right time in the history of man. Awareness of the
fragility and frailty of the environment was raised exponentially through her music. That’s the
point. She did what she knew best, penning her ballad and singing what was written on her

heart.

| excuse myself for those missed opportunities when I've forgotten that “green” is beneficial for
the planet. At times, | try to assuage the guilt. | almost never hesitate to bend down and pick up
the aluminum cans | find when | take a walk around my neighborhood. With a mild sense of
pride and a hint of patriotism, | ceremoniously place them into the recycling bin. You know
those plastic holders that bind aluminum cans together? | cut them up in minute pieces so they
don’t ensnare fish or birds. | stopped purchasing bottled water and opted for a filtration pitcher

in my refrigerator. | do what | know best.



| believe that God has forgiven me for sometimes forgetting or even wanton disregard of his
admonition to subdue the earth. | do what | know best. For me, that is constantly reminding
myself of God’s gifts —the rain, the sun, the wind — that he showers lavishly upon the earth.
Then, | pray to him for the strength to embrace being “green” and preserve his creation. It’s not

easy being green.



