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Hurry up and slow down for sustainability's sake

By Katherine Watt

Posted: 4:00am on Sep 29, 2010; Modified: 7:57pm on Jul 22, 2011

This month’s Sustainable Centre County page explores how to evolve our understanding of money to create
healthy flows of dollars within relocalized, profoundly livable communities.

The Slow Money movement was inspired partly by the Slow Food movement: people passing along the social
and cultural meaning of food to a new generation inundated with fast-food messages, by deliberately,
consciously taking time to slowly prepare and eat meals with family and friends.

Slow money and slow food are about exploring the deep implications of sustenance in all its forms, and, like the
sustainability movement overall, they depend on people forging new relationships to time.

As a practical matter, using less fossil fuel means tasks that have been speeded by combustion take longer to
do. Driving a car to run an errand a mile away takes five minutes there and back. Biking might take 10 or 15
minutes for each trip, and walking might take a half-hour each way.

Living with less fuel means spending more time within smaller geographical areas and defining efficiency as
doing a few things fully and well, not many things quickly. It means changing how we think about and spend the
time we’ve been given to live.

The sense of urgency is another way time impacts transition planning. Climate change, fossil fuel depletion and
economic instability are pressing problems. We should’ve changed our consumption and production systems
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decades ago; we’re late.

But in a weird way, the changes ahead will go better the more we can slow down and really absorb a walking
pace rather than a racing-engine pace into our individual, family and community identities and daily habits.

So we’re wrestling with the contradictory desire to “Hurry up and slow down!”

That’s a tricky maneuver. And it gets at the sustainability of sustainability work itself. I recently spent a few days
in the hospital, beginning treatment for acute anxiety after six long months of medically inexplicable insomnia,
fatigue, weight loss and other health problems.

A lot of things contributed: grief over several deaths among friends over the past year; the ordinary strains of
raising children, sustaining and deepening a marriage, caring for a household; heredity; and little experience with
relaxing and recharging.

But a key stressor is the sustainability work I’ve been doing for the past five years, while struggling with
solastalgia — “sorrow for the loss of the environment we once knew,” as Alex Steffen puts it.

Hitting that exhaustion wall — being forced to drop everything to begin recovery work — finally allowed me to
see what many sustainability workers have long understood. People, like healthy ecosystems, need to make
sure the giving and receiving of energy cycling through us stays more or less in equilibrium.

We need the blessings of clean water, good food, restful sleep in safe homes, supportive family and friends and
compassionate care during crises. We need meaningful work, healing the world in the myriad ways the world
needs healing.

But we also need spiritual rest — quiet time just being here. And we need spiritual sustenance — meditation,
prayer, some deep, reverent, grateful connections with the source of the abundant life we’re trying so hard to
heal and protect for future generations.

Maybe if we skip the “hurry up” and go right to “slow down,” grinding as that downshift may be, we can heal
ourselves and the planet at the same time.

Katherine Watt is a State College writer, community organizer, and steering committee member for Transition
Town State College, and can be reached at katherine_watt@hotmail.com.
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