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Watson Fellowship Personal Statement by Tim Richards 
HOLISTIC ENVIRONMENTALISM: COMMUNITY APPROACHES TO SUSTAINABILITY   
 
The visceral vibrations of voices chanting in harmony reverberate throughout the hot, 
dark, steam-filled hut. Water is splashed onto the molten rocks in the center of the room; 
steam tears into my temples. The chanting and heat and rocks are ancestral forces that 
strip away my layers of self until I am one with the balmy blackness and the others in the 
circle. The chieftain of the sweat lodge ceremony reminds us that the molten Earth is the 
primeval source from which all things originated.  
 
Over an hour of this continuous buildup crescendos to the apotheosis moment: lying on 
our backs with our heads closest the fire, a small circular hole in the ceiling opens and 
sunlight pours in, blinding us as we cry from the symbolic and actual beauty. Crawling 
out of the tiny portal into the cold misty air, I emerge as if a newborn from the womb. My 
body is quivering; the world is bright. I plunge into the frigid stream and am shocked 
breathless. As I lay looking skyward in the streambed, rain starts to fall through the cloud 
forest, greeting both my bright red shivering skin and reset consciousness. 
 
Two summers ago, I spent ten days at Las Cañadas ecovillage in Mexico, which was a 
transformative experience for me – my former environmentalism died and was reborn 
anew. I had been an environmental activist throughout my college career, doing 
everything that I could to contribute to a better world. However, living in a community 
devoted to holistically sustainable lifeways suffused me with a passion that is impossible 
to achieve through solely intellectual concerns about the future of the planet that I act 
upon in my free time. 
 
I entered college with two primary goals: to learn as much as I could about the world, and 
to change it. Having grown up in a small, rural, conservative community, I had developed 
a motivation to seek this kind of change, but had not found an avenue through which I 
could realize my goals. I joined every activist group possible and by the end of freshman 
year found that environmental issues spoke to me most strongly. That summer, I briefly 
volunteered for an organic farm, where I began thinking hard about the best way to fulfill 
Gandhi’s imperative to become the change I sought in the world.  
 
Before Mexico, I had sought (somewhat naively) to identify and correct the source of all 
the problems in the world. After months of reflection I was convinced that environmental 
problems were an underlying cause of economic, social, and political problems. During 
the fall of my sophomore year I decided to fight the problematic environmental status 
quo, starting on the local level where logically I thought the evolution towards 
sustainability must begin. That spring I started a group called Citizens for a Green Mount 
Airy (CGMA) in my hometown, aiming to help my community become sustainable.  
 
At the end of the summer after my sophomore year when I was busy working on CGMA, 
I attended a Quaker environmental leadership camp. Here, I was exposed to a different 
approach to activism. I learned about ecovillages, where people were living lives that 
attempted holistic sustainability. I realized that there was more than one way I could be 
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the change I wished to see: I could be the frenetic über-activist doing everything possible 
to incite others to action, or I could embody that change by living a slower-paced, 
deliberately sustainable life that serves as an example for others. I formed the intention to 
visit an ecovillage as soon as practical.  
 
That opportunity came the following summer, when a leader from the Quaker camp 
invited me to Las Cañadas for a service-learning trip. My approach to environmentalism 
both before and after the ecovillage experience is explained well by a Howard Thurman 
quote, which I came across after I returned home: “Don't ask yourself what the world 
needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive and then go do that. Because what the 
world needs is people who have come alive.”  
 
In the ecovillage, I felt alive. The people were magnanimous; they made an honest, 
enjoyable, and relaxed living off of the land. While they were certainly conscious of 
global environmental problems, these concerns did not motivate their work. Instead, they 
led wholesome lives in ways compatible with both their own health and the health of the 
land. I shared in the daily work and felt a strong connection to both the people in the 
community and their shared purpose of living in harmony with the Earth. I was taken 
aback by how much sense life in the community made to me. I realized that E.B. White’s 
classic dichotomy, “Every morning I awake torn between a desire to save the world and 
an inclination to savor it,” collapsed within the setting of this alternative lifestyle – 
people there were living savory lives while effectively doing their small part to save the 
world. I found both what made me come alive and what the world needs. 
 
Our trip leader sent us home with an imperative to bring our learning and experiences 
back to our communities. For a time, I started a composting toilet in my house, made 
plans for an organic garden in my backyard, and considered other initiatives for 
ecological living. However, it was soon time to return to school, so I had to postpone my 
newfound efforts and vigor. 
 
After the trip, I realized that the ecovillage abided by a systems-thinking paradigm that 
my prior activism could only attempt in fragments. For example, I had started an 
initiative to purchase water-conserving toilets for local Mt. Airy residents. But while in 
Mexico, I learned how wet sanitation systems do not make sense  – flushing waste into 
waterways causes massive pollution problems in Central America. Even in the U.S., 
where our water treatment plants are more technologically advanced, we spend money on 
a process that is unnecessary. Rather than flushing our excrement into clean water, we 
could compost and utilize these nutrients as fertilizer to contribute to healthy, productive 
ecosystems.  
 
My experiences suggest that we cannot achieve one aspect of sustainability in a vacuum, 
nor as individuals outside of a community context. For this reason, I aspire to study all 
aspects of sustainability in communities that have assembled to achieve this goal. As 
environmental author David Orr writes, "Now more than ever, we need people who think 
broadly and who understand systems, connections, patterns, and root causes." I could 
spend my entire life studying and advocating for any one of the numerous aspects of 
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sustainability, while I fail as an individual and we fail as a society to assemble the 
component parts of sustainability into a cohesive whole. 
 
My very brief time in the ecovillage invigorated me and inaugurated me into a type of 
activism that seems not only truly sustainable, but also truly inspiring. I have not yet been 
able to follow up on that passion, but my experiences and ideas from the ecovillage have 
been alluringly stowed away in the back of my mind. When I learned about the Watson 
fellowship, I instantly recognized the perfect venue to explore my sidelined passion and 
my whole project idea materialized at once.  
 
This project will be challenging for me. I could have exclusively chosen established 
communities in developed countries, but instead I am significantly stretching myself by 
choosing several in the developing world. I will be immersing myself with primarily 
small groups of strangers in foreign environments. In a few places, some of the residents 
will not know English. Some places will be small and isolating, while others will be 
overwhelmingly large. I will need to carefully define and continually re-evaluate my role 
in each community, being sensitive to my outsider status. However, I am confident that I 
share enough of the drive for a sustainable world to fundamentally connect with all of the 
people I encounter and to continue onward despite the difficulties that I will face.  
 
This project is tied to my future plans because, as a result of my experiences, I will be in 
a unique position to facilitate comparison of and communication between these three 
international movements. I will likely want to use my knowledge and experience to cross-
pollinate the seeds of these important grassroots efforts in order to sprout a more vibrant 
international sustainability movement. The ways in which I will do so remain to be seen – 
graduate education, entrepreneurial pursuits, and non-profit or public sector work are 
possibilities – but I will have established the foundation for fruitful pursuits along this 
path. 
 
Martha Graham aptly said that “There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening 
that is translated through you into action… if you block it, it will never exist through any 
other medium and it will be lost. The world will not have it.” This project is my 
quickening, the next step in the journey that I began in earnest at Haverford. With the 
beneficence of the Watson foundation, I will gratefully let it flow through me and into the 
world. 
 


