Chapter 9 - Empathy, Inter-being and Dung Beetles

			Apprehend God in all things,
				for God is in all things.
			Every single creature is full of God,
				and is a book about God.

			Every creature is a word of God.

			If I spent enough time with the tiniest creature –
				even a caterpillar –
					I would never have to prepare a sermon. 
				So full of God is every creature.          
~Meister Eckhart

Ethan, my grandson, came with us on retreat to South Africa when he was 9 years old. His innocent, playful, and authentic emotional presence was a gift to everyone. On the second day there, he witnessed a young woman on a scooter being hit by a car. She had a helmet on, but the impact with the windscreen of the car broke her neck and she lay convulsing on the road in her death throes. Within a minute her convulsions lessened until her body lay lifeless on the road. Ethan witnessed this and although it was not the first time he had encountered death, it was the first time he saw a human die. He was very upset and frightened by the experience. He expressed his fears that night that his mommy could die. And what can one say? Yes, it can happen in the blink of an eye and yes, it is very sad to see consciousness separate from matter in death. His mom validated his feelings and his perception but did not make false promises or offer meaningless platitudes. Instead, she stayed present to her own feelings and his with empathy.  
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Later on during the trip, when we were in Addo Elephant National Park, Ethan read the notices along the road that say, “Dung beetles have the right of way,” and he became the most diligent of spotters of dung beetles in the road, warning the driver with urgency and anxiety to watch for the dung beetles. He made no distinction between the death of a human and that of a dung beetle. He was awake and aware, in touch with his feelings of fear and sadness, able to be as concerned for an insect as a person.
	

His sensitivity to the world has not been dulled, his awareness not blocked by rationalizations, minimizations, and denial. His concern was not divided into categories of deserving and undeserving, his perception not prejudiced by judgment. For him the dung beetle was no different from people. And he is right; the life force in the dung beetle is the same as in you and me. And death comes to the beetle and to us. 
	
The whole scale death of the endangered, flightless dung beetle because of humans’ lack of mindfulness and ignorance means that the dung of the elephants is not processed and would pollute the entire bushveld, making it impossible for other species to survive. Grazing would be destroyed. Without the other species, the elephants could not survive, and nor could we. Dung beetles are found in every country in the world – they are the great recyclers that clean up and process the waste of the world. We are one – we inter-are. The entire universe is one, interconnected and alive. 
Ethan became very distraught as other vehicles drove by, oblivious to dung beetles in the road, despite the signs. He was still in touch with his feelings, his soul, his heart. It is my prayer that we all have the courage to feel and experience what we are doing to ourselves and the creatures and plants of the planet. If we stop dissociating ourselves from the pain of destruction, face our feelings of alienation and disconnection, then perhaps we would have the same energy as Ethan to save the planet. 
	
In Africa, if you are lucky and mindful, you may encounter all kinds of magnificent insects, fish, sea creatures, reptiles, and mammals. Consider how you have been socialized to be afraid, disgusted, or dismissive of other life forms. Or were you taught to be curious, delighted, and excited? How will you engage with new, unknown manifestations on the planet? When you are afraid do you lash out and kill or do you run and avoid? We are always afraid of what we do not know and understand. One way of dealing with fear is to find out as much as you can about the feared creature. Perhaps your fear is well founded, perhaps it is just the result of ignorance, programming, and past learnt behaviors. We as humans are that part of the eco-system that can in some way comprehend and appreciate the majesty and precision of creation. We can be life appreciating life and all that makes it possible. We are the only aspect of creation that can look at the beauty and intricacy of the design of the universe and offer awe, wonder and gratitude to the grand designer. It is our responsibility to do so with the awareness of which we are capable. Can the Africa experience be one in which you approach the animal kingdom with the innocence, wonder and curiosity of a child together with the caution and knowledge of an adult?  (i.e., integrate 1st and 2nd quadrants into the both/and of 4th quadrant awareness)


Journal about your experiences with wildlife as a child. What can you discover about your feelings, attitudes,  and beliefs?


“Being is God’s circle,
and in this circle all creatures exist.
Everything that is in God,
is God.”

~Meister Eckhart
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Dung beetles use the glow of the Milky Way galaxy to navigate. (Image credit: Emily Baird)

Despite having tiny brains, dung beetles are surprisingly decent navigators, able to follow straight paths as they roll poo balls, they've collected away from a dung source. But it seems the insects' abilities are more remarkable than previously believed. Like ancient seafarers, dung beetles can navigate using the starry sky and the glow from the Milky Way, new research shows.
"This is the first time where we see animals using the Milky Way for orientation," said lead researcher Marie Dacke, a biologist at Lund University in Sweden. "It's also the first time we see that insects can use the stars."
After locating a fresh pile of feces, dung beetles will often collect and roll away a large piece of spherical dung. Last year, Dacke and her colleagues discovered the beetles climb on their dung balls and dance around in circles before taking off. This dance is not one of joy, however; the insects are checking out the sky to get their bearings.

"The dorsal (upper) parts of the dung beetles' eyes are specialized to be able to analyze the direction of light polarization — the direction that light vibrates in," Dacke told LiveScience. So, when a beetle looks up, it's taking in the sun, the moon, and the pattern of ambient polarized light. These celestial cues help the beetle avoid accidentally circling back to the poo pile, where other beetles may try to steal its food, Dacke said. 
In addition to these cues, Dacke and her team wondered if dung beetles can use stars for navigation, just as birds, seals and humans do. After all, they reasoned, dung beetles can somehow keep straight on clear, moonless nights.

To find out, the researchers timed how long dung beetles of the species Scarabaeus satyrus took to cross a circular arena with high walls blocking views of treetops and other landmarks. They tested the insects in South Africa under a moonlit sky, a moonless sky, and an overcast sky. In some trials, the beetles were fitted with cardboard caps, which kept their eyes to the ground. Overall, the beetles had a difficult time traveling straight and took significantly longer to cross the arena if caps or clouds obstructed their view of the sky.

Researchers fitted some dung beetles with cardboard caps to keep their eyes on the ground, finding they had more difficulty navigating a circular arena when their view of the sky was blocked. (Image credit: Marcus Byrne)

From the experiments, "we thought that they could be using the stars [for orientation], but dung beetles have such small eyes that they don't have the resolution, or sensitivity, to see individual stars," Dacke said.
So, the researchers moved their setup into a planetarium to tease out the information the beetles were extracting from the starry sky. They repeated the experiment under several different conditions, such as showing only the brightest stars, showing only the diffuse band of the Milky Way, and showing the complete starry sky. The beetles took about the same amount of time to cross the arena when only the Milky Way was visible as when they could see a full star-filled sky. And they were slower to cross under all other conditions.
Previous experiments showed another dung beetle, S. zambesianus, is unable to roll along straight tracks on moonless nights when Earth's galaxy, the Milky Way, lies below the horizon, Dacke noted. Taken together, these results suggest dung beetles navigate using the gradient of light provided by the Milky Way. However, this technique would only work for beetles living in regions where the Milky Way is distinct. "What they are doing in the Northern Hemisphere [of Earth], I don't know," she said.
The researchers are now trying to determine the relative importance of the different sky cues dung beetles use. "If they have the moon, polarized light and the Milky Way, will they use all cues equally?" Dacke said.
The research is published online today (Jan. 24) in the journal Current Biology.
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