              IF FISH COULD SCREAM: VETERINARY RUMINATIONS

                                          AND OTHER POEMS

                                                              By Michael W. Fox

VETERINARY RUMINATIONS

I remember that sweet vision

Of cows quietly grazing

When I was deep thinking

In the time of my youth 

Of what I should do with my life.

When the cows began glowing

In my searching mind’s eye

As the bus sped me by,

I knew what to do; what I’m doing 

Right now to recall

The cows in the meadow and the god in all.

Sad the trusting cow

Torn of her calf

And calling all the night.

Let us pray.

Lost the innocent calf

In his narrow crate

And fattening for the plate.

Let us pray.

Goaded the weary ox

Bearing our loads 

And ploughing all the day.

Let us pray.

Bloody the noble bull

Dying in the ring

And bellowing heaven’s rage.

Let us pray.

Feb 1987. First published in In Newer Veins: An Anthology of Poetry Written by Veterinary Surgeons.  A.R.Mitchell & E. Boden, (eds), 1998.Primrose hill Press London

    SACRED ELEPHANTS

In the racial memory of elephants

Long before the dawn of human consciousness,

Perhaps they, like us much later,

Recognized and revered a Buddha

Or a Krishna in their midst:

 Appearing in their own image

 Once in every millennium

 To guide, inform, inspire,

Awakening them to the nature of divinity, 

The divinity in their nature,

And the power of loving kindness.

If this is true for us,

Then their truth we share 

To celebrate the sacred presence

That illumes our mortal lives.

Perhaps elephants are more enlightened,

Buddha-natured, Krishna conscious

Than we, a younger species

Beginning to evolve, recognize and revere

To save them from extinction

And all that makes us human,

Giving loving kindness to them all

And every creature great and small.

July, 2011 Inspired by Heathcote William’s book, Sacred Elephant.

Published in J-P. Puyravaud & P. Davidar, Giant Hearts, 2015, Rupa Publications, India

IF FISH COULD SCREAM

I had a dream

That fish could scream.

So there were no fishermen

For none could bear to hear

The screams of netted fish

Or tolerate the painful cries

Of those impaled on fishing lines.

Did God give silence to the fish

That we might never hear nor feel

Their fear and pain,

Just so we can eat them

With no twinge of shame

Or fellow-feeling?

We might ask what kind 

 Of God would do this

To make all fish mute

And in their silence,

Suffer suffocation in our trawler nets,

Pain and terror on our hooks?

Perhaps that we might learn

To feel through silence

For the mute, the weak, the dumb,

Of our kind and fish kind

And all kind great and small.

 1984 Published in Between the Species 1 (3):3 (1985) https://philpapers.org/rec/FOXIFC 

WOLF REFLECTIONS

I have seen you kill

Sometimes swiftly, 

Often slow and bloodily

And you are made to kill.

You are what you are

And being so,

I cannot judge you.

Can I love what kills?

I have seen you play

Sometimes wildly.

Often soft and tenderly

And you are made to love.

You are what you are

And being so, I cannot judge you.

Can I kill what loves?

SPACETIME

Blue wing sky

Feather cloud

Space sings

And time

Is the flight

Of birds.

White skin snow

Silent shroud

Truth rings

And life

Is the trail

Of wolves.

HUNTERS OF THE NORTH

We are always on the move

Loping easily

From space to space

Across a timeless snowfield.

We are the shadow hunters

Of the Arctic night

Who sleep in drifting snow

And dance upon the ice.

We are the voice of summer

That lasts no longer

Than the melting of our echoes

In the soft green flush of tundra life.

This is the time when hunters rest,

When cubs are born and fawns

Of deer, and moose and caribou

Thrive on sun-spawned greenery.

Soon they will be digging in the snow

And ranging out for miles

For what now lies

Rich and lush around them.

They eat for us.

If only all of us could rest together

Feast on sunlight,

There would be no need to kill,

To always be moving into winter.

 Nov 1974. First published in An Anthology of Poetry by Veterinary Surgeons, D.J. Spark (ed) 1984Kall Kwik Publ. Exeter UK.

ADVICE TO BROTHER WOLF

In fear and frenzy

You try to bite the stars;

My brother, bite away

Your toes instead,

And leave no more than claws

For trapper’s jaws.

You hunger, brother

And the bait seems sweet.

Look close and see coyote

Bloated in the bushes,

And smell the fear

That dying bobcat left.

It was for you my brother---

Go away from here

And in your dreams eat out

The sadness in my heart.

March 1974

  THE PANTHER

Just before my thirteenth birthday

I joined the spirit of a captive panther

As she paced and rubbed herself red raw

Against a polished tree stump with every turn

Making tracks and patinas of blood

Around her iron and concrete universe.

As I stood beside a potted palm

In the glass domed conservatory

At the Paris zoo--Le Jardin des Plantes,

I saw the bars through her eyes

Spinning to the cadence of her measured minuet

As she slowly ground herself into the final freedom

Of death and liberation with graceful deliberation.

Perhaps the spinning took away her pain. 

Through her mesmerized, hypnotic gaze

I saw through the haze of my tears

Grey shadow people passing oblivious,

While she writhed like a black serpent

 In the slow suicide of her repetitive motion

Under the compulsion of wildness for freedom

To end all of her spirit's longing and soul's desire.

Then I saw the bars were also around the people

Who never stopped to look and see and care.

I felt closer to my panther and her pain and fate

Than to my own kind so blind to her tragic state.

When I left the panther to her chosen end,

In broken French I asked a keeper to take me 

To the director of the zoo menagerie

In the urban heart of gay Paris in 1950.

The keeper led me to the official’s office

Through a maze of glass cases

Filled with stuffed and pickled creatures

From every continent and sea.

Up several flights of marble stairs

I met the director behind his desk

Who spoke some English

So understood my concerns

But waved his hands and shrugged

“What can we do? That is how she is.”

Half a century later I read Rilke’s poem

About a panther in the same plight and place.

I wonder how many lived and died that way

In the century between our visits.

Perhaps ten, twenty or more

Tortured behind those bars

Suffering the severance of soul

In body, mind and spirit

From the life of purpose

That Nature had ordained.

 Aug 2004

                                                DOGS TO ME

                                      As an infant I found every dog

                                          A source of wonder and delight;

                                          Responsive presence, a joy

                                          To touch and eye to eye engage.

                                          As a boy they were my best of friends

                                          More trustworthy than my peers;

                                          Incapable of betrayal

                                          More caring, playful and aware.

                                          To this dog-grown man, every dog

                                          Is an open book to an open mind;

                                          An open mind to an open heart;

                                          A kindred spirit in canine form.

                                               MAN EATING DOG

                                               One must be very hungry,

                                                    Or really like the taste

                                                    To kill and eat a dog.

                                                    It might be out of dire necessity,

                                                    Or cultural norm and sacred ritual.

                                                    But any way it brutalizes

                                                    Both the killer and the killed.

                                                                  Sept.2010

                                                               *******************************************************************

LAMENTATION FOR THE LARKS

Where have all the meadow larks gone?

They filled my childhood’s soul

When they spiraled and trilled above me

In the rapture of a living world

As I lay concealed in dancing grass.

Gone too the swifts, swallows, moonbeam bats

Some insects flourish, immune to pesticides, spread disease

While cancer stalks the land, spread by human hand

Invading every home and womb.

Now silent fields in all their greenness

Belie the treason of my kind against creation

Without reason, mere expedience and greed.

Now genetically engineered seed

For livestock feed and virtual foods

Blight once hallowed land

Under corporate banners of progress, need

For which there is no redress.

Bodies, minds and spirits harmed

Spawn profitable drugs and services

As the Earth dissolves and humanity devolves.

Michael W. Fox Dec 2010

 FOR DEANNA---AN ODE TO STONES

I had forgotten the songs of stones

Until you stilled my mind 

And opened my heart’s ear

To rock music in the rain

And their softer echoes under snow.

 How different are their tones

In summer sun and winter ice.

How clear their choruses

In rolling river beds,

In mountain streams,

And their soft melodies

To mosses, flowers, trees,

Rooting in their essence. 

What symphonies they sound

With different winds

That sculpt them smooth

With licking snails

Making perfect shells

And wind bells for gales.

Their crystal presence in my bones

Give me the power

Of an ancestry profound.

 Oct. 2009

                                         AN ODE TO CHRISTMAS TREES

                                            Who mourns with me the little Evergreens

                                             By the millions severed

                                             From their roots, so soon to die?

                                             This sacrificial tree mass

                                             Of mindless Christmas commerce

                                             Dispirited, dismembering:

                                             Few remembering pagan times

                                             Of solstice celebration, ritual hallowing

                                             The Tree of Life left whole,

                                             Holy and enduring age to age.

                                            “When the trees are gone the sky will fall”

                                              The Hopi Indians prophesy.

                                              Make Christmas X-mass for these trees

                                              With rituals to restore an ever greener world.

                                             To save or plant one little tree

                                             Is a better ritual for an enlightened age

                                             Revering all that lives on Earth.

                                              Jan. 2012

                                                        ******************************************************************

THE FIRST PEOPLE: A VISION

The first people knew

The One Mind in many

And the many in the One. 

The bear was sacred

Like the wolf and deer

And all creatures of the Earth

The first people knew

The One Soul in many 

And the many in the One.

So they lived in harmony In reverence of all.

It was the Golden Age

From the narrative poem in The New Eden, 1989 Lotus Press, Santa Fe NM

 THE WAY OF REVERENCE

There are many ways of looking.

Those who look in reverence

See in a sacred way.

To see in a sacred way

Is love’s gift to a world made profane.

There are many ways of feeling.

Those who feel reverence for all life

Know in a sacred way.

To know in a sacred way

Is love’s gift to a world of pain.

There are many ways of living.

Those who live in reverence

Live in a sacred way.

To live in a sacred way

Is love’s gift to a world made sane.

 Oct. 2006

WHAT WE CHOSE TO EAT

Where are the meadow larks,

The dancing hares?

Gone the way of wolves and bears, 

Wildlands and wilderness

To grow the crops to fatten

Pigs and chickens in factory sheds,

And feedlot-cattle, sheep, horses:

Country sides industrialized

By appetites of indifferent greed,

By ignorance, not economy

Or productivity defined.

Our appetite and our health

Are one, not gold and wealth.

Our appetites can change:

Restore the range, coyote sings.

Renew the countryside, larks wing

Above a recovering humanity

No longer consuming

The dreams of bears, and children wild.

The call of wolf, hawk, whale

Is our communion, spiritual food;

No more ‘the cattle of the rich

 steal the bread of the poor,’

For our sustenance is in gentler ways.

 Oct. 2009   Quotation from the Mahatma, Gandhi.

             AUGUST EVENING

Reaching out now, this soft summer eve,

as tree frogs and crickets symphonize

to call up storms, or peace, in the voice

of many in the heart of One,

I find the root connections of my being.

 I become their tree; their song and night,

 and they, my doorway, senses,

guides to show us all the way:

The way of seers and prophets,

Shamans’ journeys into ancestral realms

 primordial, protean thoughts,

as well the boundless source of all wisdom

that inspires our art, informs our science:

And illumes all life. 

 The way of the healer today is perilous,

daunting without tree frogs and crickets

becoming unbearable sorrow

 without end, point, or direction.

Whatever is traced has no root connection, 

 all artifact, contrivance, lies,

virtual realities devoid of virtue

until the crickets sing, tree frogs throb, 

and my ear and heart are Pan’s.

Then darkness is banished by our songs.

  Aug. 2006

                                                         FOR EVER HEALED

                                                        Come join the Sun dance,

                                                        call up the ancestors---

 beloveds gone, mothers---

     children, warriors, elders---

-- good dogs, horses, crows

 flying in on dream clouds

  to dance around the Truth

                                                         with all of us, every love

                                                         and wound and wrong

    remembered, shared, atoned

            inside the circle around the Tree;

               The scent of day, the Mother drums  

        to Fathers’ feet in falling rain.

                                                         Relationships affirmed,

                                                         all relations* honored. 

The covenant is sealed, 

                                                            and all are healed.

Praying now, what lights

in many forms may come

                                                          to show and guide, 

we thank and celebrate.

*With tree, and Thou, and thee and thy, and all on land, in sea and sky who crawl or swim, or fly or skim, or walk and talk, or stand and live in sacred ways. Dedicated to my Wailaki Indian friend, Ben Coyote. Jan 2007

            A PRAYER FOR MY SPECIES

Where there is discord, let there be concord.

Where there is chaos and insanity, let there be equanimity.

Where there is hatred and rage, let there be reason.

Where there is betrayal, let there be restitution.

Where there is nothing to live for, let there be something to die for.

Where there is passion, let there be self-restraint.

Where there is love, let there be selflessness.

Where there is power, let there be service for the greater good.

Where there is wealth, let there be generosity.

Where there is harm, let there be repentance.

Where there is lying, let there be the courage of confession.

Where there is deception, let there be worthy intention.

Where there is law, let there be equal justice.

Where there is justice, let there be impartiality.

Where there is morality, let there be ethical sensibility.

Where there is wrath, let there be lawful constraint.

Where there is war, let there be diplomacy and sanity.

Where there is victory, let there be mercy.

Where there is ignorance, let there be empathic instruction.

Where there is procreation, let there be moderation and self-sacrifice.

Where there is death and decay, let there be life renewed.

Where there is suffering, let there be sympathy and relief.

Where there is sickness let there be understanding.

Where there is disease, let there be prevention.

Where there is greed, let there be philanthropy and security.

Where there is lust, let there be tender restraint and release.

Where there is gluttony, let there be consuming acts of loving service.

Where there is slothfulness, let there be passion for life and living.

Where there is depravity, let there be the gravity of good conscience.

Where there is despair, let there be the hope of light.

Where there is sorrow, let there be the light of hope.

Where there is fear, let there be courage.

Where there is certainty, let there be caution.

Where there is urgency, let there be foresight.

Where there is ambition, let there be right heart and right mind.

Where there is freedom, let there be responsibility.

Where there is duty to serve, let there be self-discipline and dignity.

Where there is arrogance, let there be humility and mutual respect.

Where there is prejudice, let there be tolerance and trust.

Where there is vanity, let there be modesty and self-effacement.

Where there is selfishness, let there be feeling for others.

Where there is intolerance, let there be patience and forbearance.

Where there is trust, let there be wide-eyed caution.

Where there is corruption, let there be accountability.

Where there is injustice, let there be full recompense.

Where there is faith, let there be reason and truth.

Where there is religion, let there be tolerance and harmlessness.

Where there is obedience, let there be honor and trust.

Where there is cruelty, let there be compassionate intervention.

Where there is neglect, let there be admonishment and instruction.

Where there is non-human life, let there be reverential respect.

Where there is beauty, let there be contemplation and celebration.

Where there is sentience, let there be communion.

March 2015

                     THE ROAD TO SOIUX FALLS, S. DAKOTA

                                      Prairie, plains, all torn;

                                      The blight of cattle, corn.

                                       Pesticidal streams.

                                       Suicidal dreams.

                                       Dead bitch in ditch,

                                      Car-flat ‘possums, ‘coons

                                      Cardboard cat cut-outs

                                      Pave my highway.

                                     Ghost feet of Sioux

                                      Buffalo echo silence.

                                      All the taker’s money gained

                                      Will never be sustained.

                                      Renunciants hallow all

                                      And glad coyotes call. 

                                            Sept 2007

                                *********************************************************

           THE GREEN PEOPLE

Our blood is red from the air we share

Thanks to all things green---

The grasses, trees and those unseen,

In a world where stones become our bones

And the rains all life sustains

And courses in our veins.

But blood we spill and few dare care.

Green people and their wolves may soon gone

So who then will remember all were one?

Sept 2013

                                                     THE WAY TO PEACE

                                               We speak in many tongues,

                                                But from what heart?

                                               Hearts of love bring joy and peace;

                                               Hearts of fear, more hatred, war.

                                               In Freedom’s name, some self-immolate,

                                               Take eye for eye and blind the world.

                                               Suicide-bomber, kami kazi, martyr,

                                               Victor, tyrant, demagogue

                                               Speak their truth from age to age

                                               In twisted tongues of inhumanity.

                                               Heartless language fills the world

                                               As politics and religion intertwine.

                                               Towers of babble come tumbling down.

                                               Where are those who knew the language

                                               Of the trees and sang with wolves

                                               And knew the way to peace?

                                                Obedient always to the Golden Rule,

                                                They lived in grace on hallowed ground

                                                Beyond the reach of inhumanity,

                                                To nurture loving souls.

                                                 Beyond the paradox of life in death,

                                                 Life gives to life, as we must too. 

                                                 Then peace will come

                                                 And all the slaughtering end.

                                                July 2007

                                                             ******************************************************************************

             GOING FISHING?

Before you go fishing or eat fish

Take a swim in their schools and shoals.

As their shimmering sides and colors

Suffuse your being you may find

The one mind in many and in the many

Become one. Then go deeper

To join the more solitary ones

Where the pressing silence

Births past and future, ancient forms

You recognize in dreams and in your bones.

If you retain these memories

Returning to your terrestrial domain

You may refrain from eating your relations

From the deep and weep for them

Then celebrate your contribution

To securing their abiding presence.

Beneath the surfaces of water, earth,

Skin, scale, shell, feather and fur

The Power of the World dwells and spells

The words and beauty of Earth’s creation.

In the beginning was The Word.

Only we can mute the world

Or let every glimmering being sing.

May 2014

GOD RIGHT, GOD WRONG

Have you found the God of little things?

Felt divinity around, within

The awe inspiring miracle of life

In the Dream that is dreaming us?

Have you the right God, and I the wrong?

Better, then, for all to have none.

In what God’s name have many killed,

Been killed, tortured and oppressed;

Converted and perverted?

In what God’s name have many loved,

Been healed, made whole;

Redeemed and reconciled?

Some say the way to God

Is the way of peace and renunciation:

Renounce all gods of our own making,

Created in our own vain image,

Along with hatred and fear---

But not the God  of  little things.

 Sept 2008

  MY DOG BATMAN: IN MEMORIAM

You were my clock and pacemaker

Giving canine cadence to my every day. 

For fifteen years you got me up and out.

You knew the times to eat and sleep.

You were my compass needling me

Away from introspection to receive

Your unwavering affection so I in turn

Might give you undivided attention.

You shared my den and solitude,

My dreams and meditations.

I remember your wild cries of greeting,

Yowling yapping anguish and relief

From separation even brief:

The nuzzle of your cold nose against my palm

And pushes with your muzzle

To deftly place my hand upon your head

For me to touch and bless:

The earthy musk of your oval paws,

Flowery aromas in your perfumed cheeks,

And sweet hay scent where you had sat:

Your fastidious morning ritual

Of licking flanks, legs and paws

Then after face-washing like a cat,

Luxurious stretching on soft clean sheets:

Your trembling drooling jaws

Accepting treats so delicately

But anything new you always spat

To first inspect; instinctual wisdom

Of your scavenger lineage from poisoned streets.

Vivid still in memory your clear displays

To other dogs, of dominance, acceptance,

Playful intent. Shelties you adored,

Strange persons you would never trust.

You were never cowed or incautious, 

Stepping everywhere with care,

Hidden springs in stocky limbs, 

Your back-bouncing tail a gallant curl.

You always made me laugh

With your wiggle- dance and big grin

You flashed my way

Just after you had pooped!

With age came the gray on muzzle and chin,

Your shiny lithe form more swayed, toes splayed,

Eyes grown clouded, hearing impaired.

Then more and more throughout the day

You slept; walks were shorter with no play,

Proud tail drooping with uncertainty,

Pointed ears flattening with pain and fear.

Slowly disengaging, fewer tail wags

And pushes with your nose as you strove

To close the distance for a moment

Until the gaze in your sad eyes returned.

It went through me and beyond

To tell me your time to leave was close.

When your appetite for food and life

Began to fail, and veterinary care

Was no avail, the time was right

For euthanasia’s liberation because

You would rather stay and suffer

Than leave the ones you loved. 

Now that you are here no more

Perhaps on some new, unfolding path

In different form, dimension,

The unbearable emptiness that you leave

Makes life around seem so unreal;

All feeling numbed by grief. 

You will return in memory and dream

To kindle and affirm what we had shared----

Love so strong I could let you go.

Little black dog Batman,

Rescued pariah from an indifferent India,

With the advent of your death I feel

The mystery and wonder of your caste.

You were the enlightened one

For you have left your light

In my grieving soul to heal and hallow,

Illuming my way without you

Once always in my shadow,

Now one breath away until I take my last.

In memory of Batman who left this life on July 19th, 2011.

THE NILGIRIS ELEGIES ( A work in progress)

These words were inspired by my studies of the Asiatic Wild dog or Dhole, Cuon alpinus, in the UNESCO designated Global Biosphere Reserve in Tamil Nadu, S. India, in the 1970s, and twenty years later while helping my wife Deanna Krantz who worked there for seven years operating an animal shelter and refuge documented in our book India’s Animals: Helping the Sacred and the Suffering. 

KURUMBAS, ELEPHANTS AND JUNGLE SHARED

Rising before the sun that first morning

To begin searching for the Dhole,

—the pack-hunting wild dog 

Called Chennai in the Nilgiris—

I walk toward the jungle

Pulsing with the calls of Langur monkeys,

Bonnet macaques, Malabar squirrels,

Peacocks and other birds whose songs

And calls I was yet to learn,

All invisible in the walls of tall bamboo

Like disembodied spirits arising

From some primordial soul inside myself.

I feel a sudden surge of primal fear  

That almost quells the curiosity

And natural love awakened in a child

Who played in ponds, streams, 

Later roaming moors, dales, vales, caves,

Exploring life aquatic and subterranean,

To birth an inquiring naturalist  

With a mystic sense of awe and reverence.

From as early an age as I can recall

I had some apprehension of the enormity

Of life’s diversity of expression, shape-shifting

Powers of internal resonance, co-creative

Elements and processes of adaptation

For survival and continuance of the life and beauty

As mystery and perfection in my explorations

And contemplations of the glorious symmetries

Of every living form, from tiger and butterfly

To fawn and flower,], one consuming another

As the jungle consumes and renews itself. ……

I follow close my shikari, Chikka Bunta, 

Through the lifting gloom

Along a narrow, ancient animal trail, 

Keenly aware that elephants disturbed 

Might rush to crush and kill us

Now they have no trust of humankind.

Waving his machete he indicates

Fresh elephant tracks, then panther’s 

As we advance on feet made silent

By the river’s song as the bamboo breeze 

On our faces keeps our scent away

From any creatures on the trail ahead. 

Undisturbed, a herd of Spotted deer we observe

Drinking in the Sigur river while on the far bank

Two young elephants wrestle-play,

Their guarding mother barely visible

In the jungle shadows breathing life…..

I am writing these words for these animals

and for our Kurumba tribal friends

who, while trekking with them through the jungle

as fast as I could keep up, would show me

an elephant footprint on the trail

and within an instant know which one,

how recent, and what direction

it was moving, then continue

by walking on without regard

in their animated conversation

laughing softly and gliding on wide bare feet.

I found the inner springs in my own legs

came from they way they walked for ever

on the earth with sinewy legs

that moved with the pulse I came to feel

beneath and through my heavy boots.

These people, long respected in the Nilgiris

for their powers of sorcery and divination,

as well as knowledge of medicinal plants,

and the ways of elephants and jungle life,

know that only that which is sacred is secure.

There are different Kurumba groups

like the Hill, Elephant, and Honey Kurumbas,

each specialized in particular ways,

either farming ragi & vegetables in the hills,

working with captive elephants,

or gathering honey and other forest goods

that have sustained a subsistence way of life

for countless generations.

As animists, Kurumbas see the spirit in all;

all creatures, every living and nonliving being.

But they and these other beings are threatened now

by all that is destroying their jungle home,

their culture, religion, dreams,

security, and identity—just one more

The killing of one more elephant, 

illegal felling of one more tree, 

and the birth of one more goat or child

outside the tribe and the jungle.

In the quickening chaos beyond

they see it all encroaching like a forest fire. 

The Kurumba animists see all in all, 

They look into the fire

as they dance and sing around it,

knowing that human life

is also a flame, flickering,

but of a different kind:

A flame that asks how and why,

and all to what end,

as the jungle night informs it,

and still inspires to light 

the greater darkness of the human soul.

Before they were colonized, 

some would say civilized,  

by the European state of mind,

aboriginal people lived well

according to a spirituality

that equated survival and prosperity

with simplicity and obedience

 to Nature’s laws and powers and limits.

Long ago an Australian aboriginal,

elder Bill Neiji said to me,

“If you feel sore, headache, sore body,

that mean somebody killing tree or grass.

You feel because your body in that tree or earth

Nobody can tell you,

You got to feel it yourself.”

It was like a homecoming

When I entered the jungle

And felt the jungle entering me.

GOD QUESTIONS

In India, while digging maggots from the wounds

of cows and dogs being eaten alive, 

I wondered, above the stench and suffering,

if there was a God.

I saw temple icons of gods in animal form;

the elephant god Ganesh,

Nandi the sacred bull,

and Hanuman the monkey god.

The people bowed and prayed before them,

placing offerings of flowers and food to secure

divine concessions, a better life to come,

while outside everywhere real animals suffered

more than the poorest of the poor,

some sick, injured, starving, and afraid;

others chained or whipped,

goaded and overloaded.

The sacred and the suffering were one….

I once thought that compassion

is our greatest power on Earth. 

But I have learned in the darkest hours

of witnessing cruelty and others’ suffering,

and being unable to intercede,

that surrender and supplication

to the Higher Power is a vital invocation

to focus our greatest power, compassion,

as during prayer, contemplation,

and preparation for war,

in the right direction for right action.

The outward prayer is for others,

including those who cause suffering

or those who suffer for selflessness.

The inner prayer involves the war

between freedom and responsibility;

helplessness and outrage;

selfish indifference and loving kindness.

Through the powers of love and self-control

and belief in freedom and liberty for all,

we become the truth we live by, 

embracing silence

and the stillness of cranes.

TOUCHING THE MIRROR, ENTERING ALL

Heart of the beast, true to herself,

radiates the beauty of divine nature's mystery.

Who sees, feels, knows there is only “Thou.”

Other animals can teach us not to lie,

or deceive ourselves, or ever betray

the truth we would live and die for.

Plants turn stone to flesh and leaves,

stardust into apples, sunlight into firelight.

Animal wisdom, inborn and acquired,

Unifies form and spirit, Earth and soul

forever bound in sacred presence

for our remembrance and embrace.

The mind of one in all

the universal in the particular

the particular in the universal—

One Earth, one Mind. 

Mind in the waters, the forests, the skies,

Whales singing in oceans deep;

Elephants dreaming of their young

leopards waiting in dappled shade;

vultures circling as crows call;

all giving to life, preserving the light

for one and all.

The scent and taste of tamarind,

mushroom, melon, yam, awaken

the ancient wisdom of what is good

in the garden of earthly delights,

bringing us pleasure and satisfaction.

How else could it be for other animals

whose senses, more acute than ours,

attune and guide them to what is good

and right for them?

The vibrant colors of Lantana flowers;

unheard movement of a rodent in the grass

a gentle touch by a trusted other;

the comfort of anointed lair and nest;

security of flock, shoal, swarm, and herd.

In the realm of the senses we and they

share so much–in feeling too–

and so in spirit and in need.

Let me take you in your dreaming

into the deep scented sounds of jungle night

where your eyes will become the stars

and your feet feel the ground’s living pulse

rise through you while you dance 

with forest spirits and our ancestors

mingling with the tribal dancers, flute

and fire-tensed drums until the cool of morning.

Then you will have awakened

the animist powers in your wild heart’s core,

so your love and life are fearless and whole.

Looking at the ashes in the morning 

around the shrine of fire where we danced and laughed

and seared our souls in the goddess of the flames, 

you see the footprints of our Kurumba friends

where they danced and sang to elephants

in their jungle and to the stars above,

melding with those of donkeys and other animals

who now move quietly around us.

We walk among the present animals now,

as we sip Deanna’s dark Nilgiri coffee

in her animal refuge in the Blue mountains,

and they wait to be fed and let out

for the day to wander with a drover: 

A Peaceable Kingdom whose circle of light

is an island of hope in an ocean of suffering.

When you look into the Light,

your eyes will fill with stars,

and if you weep, you will feel

and taste the salt in your tears 

and remember your origins

in the womb of a primal sea. 

Within the Light we all abide

in a sea of joy and promise

mixed with others' suffering and gratitude.

Animals are our teachers when we are open to them;

our guides when we live for them; 

our healers when we feel for them; 

our allies when we fight for their rights.

Their liberation and ours are one,

as one breath shared…..

I have been touched by so much

that has moved me from joy to tears,

from the incredulous devotion in a healed dog’s eyes 

to a water buffalo’s soft gaze and sweet breath, 

after being rescued by my beloved Deanna 

from a death-march to the slaughter house: 

I have been moved by the sight of an orphaned baby elephant,

her wild mother shot for raiding crops,

dying secure in her love and proper care,

and, by the Light of a long python

sliding from my arms to jungle freedom, 

after not being turned into a handbag and belts.

Between the words, the great silence.

Within the silence, stillness and motion,

action, dreaming, repose—and incubation.

By day I rage against the dying of the Light

and touch the stars at night

in gratitude for having helped another soul

with all I have to offer and to share.

In my repose I find the words for these Elegies

in the rain songs of whispering leaves and cool frogs,

and in my dreams when the animals speak,

shape-shifting into jungle spirits

like the dream tigress’ swift attack that I embraced

accepting what is  in the ecstasy of the living Earth…..

A BROKEN HEART IS AN OPEN HEART

How can I speak from a broken heart

and not break others?

How can I play my flutes, didgeridoos in India

in a forest with no birds crying, no elephants rumbling,

no tigers purring and huffing

no langur monkeys hooting and barking?

Only in remembrance, I sigh and every note

a plaintive echo of life and beauty gone,

the silence between each note hissing

unspeakably of horror and betrayal.

So it is in the growing shadows around our fire

when the Kurumbas dance to drum and flute

into the night, telling their stories

to keep the past alive

in the young ones’ hearts

whose jungle ears grow deaf 

between Sony Walkman stereo headsets. 

What rites and rituals of initiation I wish

for all country, urban, suburban and city-slum teenagers,

are in the deep-heart’s core of the living jungle

at dawn and dusk when they could be food

or mutilated by other wilder beings

more powerful, ancient, hungry, or harmed

than most of them. Or I wish perhaps

they find turtle egg shells, and wonder

how and for how long they have survived

and why and what turtles too may dream.

Late one night around our fire 

I recalled one lucid dream

where a moon-white tigress leaped 

from the dark jungle in full attack.

I felt her claws around my shoulders

Then the electric power beneath her fur

turn into a fragrance that pulled me gently

ever deeper into the essence of all being.

Only then did I understand

the wu-wei way of Tai Chi Chuan

 in the bamboo’s sway

before the monsoons came.

Then I was able to walk in the forest without fear,

following and reading every trail,

as I listened to the trees

with every sense awakened 

to shadows, sounds and scents around me.

ELEPHANTS: BROKEN SPIRITS, BREAKING HEARTS

Ganesh’s crime was to break a front tooth

with exquisite precision with his tree-felling trunk—

in the face inspecting him: The Chief Wildlife Warden

at the elephant camp at Theppakkadu.

This wild-caught bull elephant had

 brought shame to his mahout and handlers

so he was beaten by twelve men

for an hour as he screamed

chained by each leg, 

‘to take out his nuts and bolts’

the beaters yelled in Tamil expletives, 

and in their savage beating

they blinded him in one eye. 

After his punishment he remained in chains

and was starved for five months.

Officials attributed his loss of one eye

to his clumsily poking it on a broken branch.

At this same camp other elephants

like Subramanian and Vigaia were beaten

then kept chained in one place

and starved for many months

for turning on one their handlers

who were often drunk, young and untrained.

Even after being captive-bred for generations

the elephant has never become domesticated.

At times they go berserk, attacking keepers,

rampaging through circus tents and malls,

or with one swift movement, injure or kill.

Sometimes they are then shot and killed

but being valuable most are returned

to a life in chains and the beatings

called re-training and rehabilitation.

Then they continue as circus or temple slaves,

as beasts of burden carrying tourists 

on their backs long days with no rest, 

even given amphetamines

to speed on with no food for days

dragging the last trees from their kingdom.

Not long ago they were used in war and conquest….

Jungle morning comes like a soft fawn

moving silently out of the night

on silver hooves of dew into the sun

that turns twilight crimson, violet and gold.

As the dawn sky rises and opens

the trees begin to shimmer, their silhouettes

condensing out of the velvet dark

beneath the Morning Star, slowly fading into blue.

In every jungle morning walking meditation

or standing contemplation, I found

inspiration and affirmation

in Nature’s numinous embrace

that drew my spirit out and gave it wings:

And taught me the Law of Life,

to live and let live, and to take

with the least harm, and to give

more than is given.

AWAKENING

I was awakened by a cry

that came from the infinite dark 

of endless torment, anguish and despair.

It made a rent in the morning air

that sucked my breath as I lay seized,

lifeless as a skin-torn drum

that now contained the essences

of torment and despair –

and all the poisons of the human heart

distilled in the silence after

my throat-torn cry.

Too late to save the satyr Marsyas

from being skinned alive by Apollo;

too late to atone, to offer my skin

for the sacred drum repair, or to bear

the Sundance eagle’s claw

tethering me to the tree of life

as I danced the sacred circle

to set all spirits free.

Then three visions came to me 

as I listened to the crows cawing

to be fed beneath my bedroom window

in Washington, blessed every morning

by a red fox waiting for breakfast

ten minutes drive from the White House.

The birds are all singing

as the trees are in bloom.

The sweet rains are coming

for one and for all.

The birds are all crying

as the trees are cut down.

The sky will soon fall 

for all we have done.

The birds are all dying, 

for the forests are gone.

Rivers are drying,

and soon we will follow.

I see cathedral sparrows, seeming lost

in man-made spaces, find their way.

A child kneels beside them

offering her bread.

Her wings begin to grow

to some day guide and shelter all.

Crows call, announcing the rain,

or a wild dog kill.

The dead are born again.

The good of one is the good of all,

as the god of one is the God of all

and the love of One is the power of all.

The world need not be forever inhabited

by two kinds of human nature,

the humane and the inhumane, forever at war.

We lack not cleverness, but courage and commitment

to heal the fatal flaw and see no more

a Nature fallen, “red in tooth and claw”

or humankind supreme in God’s exclusive image,

but rather as well the tree, the honey and the bee.

Leaves and falling feathers speak to us

of emptiness and solitude as the rains

become our tears upon the tombstones

we are carving and polishing for a dying Earth

that our descendants may recognize

as the epitaphs of a consumptive past: 

when they hear the total silence.

The silence of the birds, and the clamor gone

from slaughter house, timber and textile mill,

tannery, brewery, refinery, chemical and weapons factory.

Will there still be circuses and zoos?

Will their children have a place, any place

in the emptiness, devoid of human history,

and harmfulness, for their solitude?

The sanctity of solitude is the birthplace of divine presence,

home for more empathic, sapient souls.

When we have communion, we are healed,

made whole for others after tasting

the elixir of life as the miraculous.

Bathing in the fountain of vibrant life

Nature’s truth of eternal renewal,

the warrior spirit and the pilgrim soul 

are each renewed, abandoning our inhumanity.

How can there be life, or birth or death

without emptiness and solitude?

The solitude within four walls 

for prayer and meditation

or contemplation before some sacred icon

can be all illusion without

the pure emptiness of being in wildness—

the universal presence of Nature’s impartial love,

the all embracing mystery of the infinite.

Perhaps I am mistakenly disturbed

by what I have seen of ashrams,

temples, cathedrals, and other holy places 

seething with acolytes and initiates

seeming so full of themselves, devoid of emptiness

and the purity of an impartial Self,

and void of self-interest in otherly-love.

Without the communion of sense and soul with all,

we wither like the leaves and fruits of ancient trees

now falling for the last time with each breath we take,

in the ravaged forests of a desecrated world.

What of our last breath when the sky falls,

or the last wave comes to restore the emptiness?

Some will renew their journey

as they yield, embrace, and serve.

Others may use their last breath

when the sky falls or the last wave comes,

to save themselves. So ends their world,

unless the last breath is given for others

like the kiss of death to those so much in love with life

that they are fearless and would give their own;

when no child is ostracized, persecuted or made

to feel shame and guilt for her love of smaller things,

and for her passion for truth and justice—

Then the breath of one, in life and death lives on.

Whatever may draw us naked into the fire

we should embrace and feel the living flames

of trees and bees and buttercups that ignite our own.

Then we will become all that we behold

and are beholden to, and rejoicing, 

rise with the Phoenix to spread our own small wings 

and shelter all we can beneath the Light

of so many ways to love

as between soil and root, and flower and bee

that hold the world together and make us whole.

We are all participants in the End of Days,

and the new world we are now making

for the unborn of every species,

and all their realms and dreams to come, 

must be with compassionate prescience, 

not science, or laws or faith alone.

Only what we deeply feel is sacred, will be secure,

and when our self-love is for other larger selves

from life to life and age to age.

AFTERWORD

Poet e.e. cummings summarized human evolution succinctly as follows:

“Wild (at our first) beasts uttered human words—

our second coming made stones sing like birds—

but o the starhushed silence which our third’s.” (73.)

Poet Rainer Maria Rilke wrote a letter to his Polish translator, Witzold von Hulewicz, on November 13, 1925, on the meaning of his Duino Elegies.  In this letter he wrote:

“Transitoriness is everywhere plunging into a profound Being…. Nature, the things few move about among and use, are provisional and perishable; but so long as we are here, they are OUR possessions and our friendship, sharers in our trouble and gladness, just as they have been the confidants of our ancestors. Therefore not only must all that is here not be corrupted or degraded, but, just because of that very provisionality they share with us, all these appearances and things should be comprehended by us in a most fervent understanding, and transformed. Transformed? Yes, for our task is to stamp this provisional, perishing earth into ourselves so deeply, so painfully and passionately, that its being may rise again ‘invisibly’ in us…. All the worlds of the universe are plunging into the invisible as into their next deepest reality …”

It is no coincidence that in this letter Rilke decries the fact that: “Now there come crowding over from America empty, indifferent things, pseudo-things, DUMMY LIFE … The animated, experienced things that SHARE OUR LIVES are coming to an end and cannot be replaced. WE ARE PERHAPS THE LAST TO HAVE STILL KNOWN SUCH THINGS … WE ARE THE BEES OF THE INVISIBLE.”

If it is true that where there is no vision the people shall perish, then how can people envision that which is invisible? How can we become Rilke’s “bees of the invisible?”  

In my book The Boundless Circle where I first outlined my initial understanding of the empathosphere, I linked it with the boundless ethic of compassion. This boundlessness is evident in the invisible ripple-effect of good works or some new idea spreading from community to community. Two animals demonstrated the boundless nature of the empathosphere at our Animal Refuge in the Nilgiris. Somehow they knew that the Refuge was a place of security and relief from suffering. How else to explain these two animals coming several miles to where they had never been before? One was a dog who dragged himself after being hit by a vehicle for over a mile to the Refuge with a broken back and with his testicles hanging out. Another was a water buffalo whom staff found one morning waiting at the Refuge gate. Her condition was quickly recognized and treated, which was an infected vagina seething with flesh-eating maggots.

These and other remarkable instances of animal empathy and understanding at our Animal Refuge have confirmed for me the reality, complexity and beauty of the empathosphere. Scientist Rupert Sheldrake has assembled empirical evidence of the existence of the empathosphere, which he calls a ‘morphic field.’ Animals’ resonance with this field enables them, for example, to know when their owners are coming home. Within this realm of being and feeling is awareness that all things are connected, sometimes strongly, sometimes loosely. This means that when we humans harm another sentient being, the harm may not be limited to that one being. There is a ripple-effect and others feel and know, just like the ripple-effect of loving concern and compassion in action at the Refuge that injured and sick animals, through remote or distance-sensing, are able to feel and so find their way to the Refuge for treatment.

The ripple-effects following the harpooning of whales, and the incarceration and suffering of animals in factory farms and in research laboratories, may be far more pervasive and no less real than the anguish caring people feel for all creatures who are treated inhumanely and unjustly by those who are disconnected in heart and mind from others’ suffering and joy, from this connecting field, and from the sanctity of being. I believe that this realm of the empathosphere is the invisible realm to which poet Rilke alludes in some of his writings.

The consciousness of an animal is existential, in and of the phenomenal world, “forever looking outward,” a part of the whole, as Rilke observes in his Eighth Elegy: “With all its eyes the creature-world beholds the open. But our eyes, as though reversed, encircle it on every side, like traps set round its unobstructed path to freedom. … We only see death; the free animal has its decease perpetually behind it and God in front, and when it moves, it moves into eternity, like running springs.”

The aboriginal mind—our natural consciousness, native to this natal Earth—also looks outward, a part of the whole. But the modern mind is separated from the whole, looking more inward than outward, and so disoriented that it is no longer native to any particular hallowing place or wherever it abides. It turns fellow subjects into objects, “objectifying” all that is, making the being with such a state of mind an alien, a stranger in a strange land.  It is in this objectifying state of mind that the white man turned the black man into an object of trade and an enslaved beast of burden.  As James Baldwin saw it, “It is a terrible, an inexorable, law that one cannot deny the humanity of another without diminishing one’s own: in the face of one’s victim, one sees oneself.”

 The end time of this state of mind and the virtual world that it has created is its nemesis and apotheosis. The supreme task of the whole human, therefore, is to save the natural world from becoming part of the end time of this state of mind that will take the whole world with it as it consumes and poisons the Earth.

To declare war against cruelty, suffering, injustice and destruction, and to fight the corruption of the human spirit, which leads us to desecrate the life and beauty of this garden planet, is the first call of our duty and responsibility to protect the children of all beings. There will never be a second call. There is no time—catastrophes are historical, one-way events. Our altruism will continue to be our undoing if it remains exclusively human-focused.

When we consider the health and welfare of indigenous human, animal, and plant communities and uphold the right of all life to equal and fair consideration and to a healthy environment, we will be on the right path to restoring Earth and to a viable future for generations to come. Compassion is our best compass, and the simple equation, Healthcare = Earthcare + Animalcare + Peoplecare, provides the bioethical foundation for planetary stewardship, corporate, government, and community responsibility, as well as for a viable future. Today we must honestly face the twin global crises of human overpopulation, especially in the East, and over-consumption, especially in the West. The looming apocalypse of a global environmental melt-down that is presaged by expanding poverty, famines, disease epidemics, disintegrating ecosystems and local economies, escalating terrorism and war, cannot be denied. So I invite every corporation and philanthropist, every entrepreneur and politician, and every religious leader and academician, to commit to reversing the process of human devolution (the loss of all that makes us humane), and the annihilation, by our devaluation of Nature, of the last of the wild, of elephants, whales, wolves and all living beings whom our ancestors saw as our relations, and respected accordingly through right relationship and right action. The solutions to this global problematique are beyond the realms of scientific materialism and economic determinism, since technology, industrialism, and global commerce and trade continue to do more harm than good in the absence of bioethics, and a sense of the sacred. They are solutions of caring for all beings in a healthy biospheric empathosphere.
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