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Donella and Dennis Meadows, are among the clearest analysts of the consequences of the trends of growth and the natural limits to growth.  They document in Beyond the Limits, (1994) that we are on the edge of a major global shift that will have cataclysmic results if we don’t make clear and radical changes in the near term going forward.  They are not alone in their analysis of the challenge societies are facing as we approach and go beyond the Earth’s natural limits.  The critical driving variables in the World II computer model are population growth and increased throughput of capital resources as they approach and pass the physical limits of the worlds natural and human systems.  At the local level we are approaching these limits in real ways.  At a recent meeting of the Portland Business Network, John Kvistad, preciding officer of the Metro Council, reported that during the next 20 years Portland will experience a 30-40% increase in population growth at the same time as we face a 3-4% limit on the expansion of the urban growth boundary.  This implies a 10-fold increase in urban density growth in the next 20 years in Portland alone.

During the recent floods we had a taste of the present capacity of our local infrastructure to respond to the current limits to growth.  Garbage pickups were delayed for a few days because of the limits of Metros waste-handling facilities during the crisis.  Treatment and handling of raw sewage is a less visible but more serious problem.  Currently, sewage overflow is linked to the storm sewer runoff.  This is because of the limits of the capacity of our present sewage treatment facilities and why raw- sewage is currently released into the Willamette River in downtown Portland.  It is also well known that transportation, energy, communications and information handling infrastructures are approaching their physical limits nationwide.  The problems arising from these real physical limits are compounded by the limits of our fiscal systems to finance and support the maintenance and repair, let alone the redesign of these systems to provide real solutions to the current problems, not to mention the future challenge.  In the business community, the pressure to respond to competition in the global marketplace is resulting in downsizing practices and corporate mergers and buyouts, which may be improving short term efficiency and profitability, but the long term costs to the viability of the community may be devastating.  These are signs of physical, emotional, spiritual and political overload on society’s circuits.  Fuses are ready to blow everywhere.

Consider, for example, the following quotes from a front page article on the rise of suicides in Oregon, reported on February 7, 1996 in the Oregonian.  "An epidemic of self-destruction swept Oregon's suicide rate to an all-time high….  Overall, the pressures adolescents live under are greater than ever before....  There isn 't a hopeful promise to their dreams, either economically or politically, that their parents had.....  Things are not getting better.  " This problem is not an isolated problem on the outer fringes of society.  It is in the heart of the mainstream.  ShariffAbdullah, who works with high school students at the Oregon Governor's School for Citizen Leadership, reported in an article in the Winter, 1996 issue of Noetic Sciences Review, that 60% of all students stand up when asked if they have either attempted or have seriously contemplated suicide.  These are white, middle- and upper class urban and rural kids.  They are saying, "I want to check out of the society that you have created.  I don't want to be here.  I'm not sure what’s wrong, all I know is that I'm being lied to."

Lie. Truth or Transition

We are like the blind monks who touched different parts of an elephant and then were absolutely convinced that they had the right picture of the elephant's anatomy—as a tree, a rope, a hillside or a fire hose.  Depending on where we stand, we experience the present transition from our own points of view.  Gaining enough distance so that we can see the whole picture is a very large order.  This is why we need to have ways to dialogue so that we can allow the unfolding truth to emerge in greater clarity and vision.  As long as we hold onto our small part, as if it were "the only Truth," we are at risk.

Some of the core beliefs and images that have led us to the present moment of history have deep roots built up over a long period.  Beliefs about the nature of humanity, our relationship to nature, the origin of creation, the nature of the creator, and so forth, are built up at great price over many eons.  They became deeply rooted in our very cellular and soul memory. When discoveries and new evidence emerges that challenges aspects of these deeply felt beliefs, we necessarily put up considerable resistance.  Wars are fought and inquisitions conducted.

The image of unlimited growth and our sense of responsibility to have dominion over nature is one belief that goes back as far as the creation story in Genesis 1.  When combined with the story of the Fall, it takes on a force that, in one form or another, has driven us to seek control and mastery over all nature-including our own.  It can be debated to what extent this image has influenced the present culture but it is difficult to look at the evidence of our civilizations growth and the drive to dominate the planet without seeing this connection.  The discoveries of Galileo and Copernicus and the ideas of DeCarte, Newton, Laplace and others further shaped the engines that have driven the Industrial Revolution.  Modem, science, technology, management theory, psychology and even religion have been shaped by these concepts and gave shape to the modern world.  Many believe that we have now reached the physical, spiritual and political limits of these engines of growth.  The continued commitment to unlimited material growth, if carried into the next millenium, will result in the collapse of civilization and nature as we know it.  The lie, that many feel, and that we all live, is our attempt to cover up and defend the frozen beliefs that we know, in our hearts, no longer work.  To let them go is terrifying to us.  Yet, the foundations of our very ways of thinking will need to shift if we are to go on.  Many great leaders throughout history have reminded of this.

In a revolution that leads to sustainability, nonmaterial needs and values will dominate.  Spirituality will be based increasingly on valuing the diversity of human experience.  Social and political systems will foster authentic relationships and grow dynamic and flexible communities.  We will reestablish a connection to the inner dimensions of soul, spirit, intuition, dreaming, synchronicity and to a non-material value-base in relationships and community. Sustainability will depend on the free flow of information and resources and will depend on shared power rather than on systems that amass information and resources and power.

There will likely be a considerable resistance to this shift, especially at institutional levels.  Business and government will not be able to continue on its current course.  It will not be easy to let go of the beliefs that our survival is dependent on uncontrolled growth, that we need to perfect our mastery of reality and that we are ordained to dominate nature.  Acceptance of information from the deep inner sources of subjective reality such as dreaming, intuition, and synchronicity will not be easy to accept after such a long and systematic period of commitment to discard them.

The good news is that a growing body of evidence is emerging in the new sciences of quantum physics, chaos theory, neuropsychology, subtle energies, which supports a return to a reality that is dynamic and fluid in nature. Explorations of new thinking in spirituality and psychology are helping revisit and discover the essential core of our being and our natural connections to a deep inner source o being.  A vibrant and fresh vision of reality is thus emerging in the emerging culture.  It is time to connect with those who have been nurturing the emerging vision, to experiment with models at the community level, to share resources, information and power as needed and to participate in the co-creation of a culture of sustainability.

It is clear that we have outgrown the old models.  Because they were based on a need to maintain control at all costs, our tendency is to desperately maintain our present course even when the overwhelming evidence points to a fatal collision.  This is the basis of the ''lie" that everyone is witnessing.  The lie, and the denial, is like a poison that has seeped into our spiritual groundwater.  It is accompanied by the physical substances that are literally poisoning the Earth and the very foundation of our nature.  Since the former revolution was based on the belief that we are ordained to conquer nature rather than cooperate with nature, the very system that could enable us to return to equilibrium and health is what we deny at all costs.  It is like a societal auto-immune disease.  Our survival depends on our willingness to reverse this pattern at the very source of our cultural and spiritual programming.  This will not be easy, but our survival as a viable species depends on it.  The Meadows team offers five tools to help us shift.  They are visioning, networking, truth-telling, learning and loving.  Even the Meadows team hesitates to mention these 'soft' skills because there is such a resistance in the cynical public to consider them of value.  Shariff Abdullah discusses the primary connections that we need to fill the void in our disconnected spirits.  We need to reconnect with our fragmented selves; our transcendent selves; our community; with place; and with mystery.

It is when we revisit and reenter these "soft" dimensions of our being, such as our dreaming selves, renewing our source of inner knowing, nurturing our intuition, and living in relationships from our heart and soul; that we will find that we have the essential tools to support a revolution that leads us to a sustainable world.
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