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Time and Compassion: Opening the Doors 

 

This is a series of readings and activities most appropriate for an ENC 1101H class, though it could be adapted to a 

“regular” ENC 1101 or even a “regular” ENC 1102 class as well. 

 

For an approximately two-week period of the semester, students will read the following essays and respond as 

indicated: 

 

1. “The Big Here and the Long Now,” by Brian Eno. This essay explored the concepts of “the big here” and “the long 

now” by contrasting those concepts with the “small here” and “short now” ways of thinking and living most of us engage 

in. I have found that the concepts are difficult for students, so, after having them read the essay at home, we read it 

together in class, to discuss its writing and clarify Eno’s argument. We spend at least a class discussing and clarifying the 

ideas here. I then ask students to think about the concepts articulated in the essay in their journals. Finally, students 

write an in-class essay in response to either a passage from the essay or to a question asking them to evaluate the 

extent to which their education has focused on “the big here and long now,” and how much it’s focused on the “small 

here and short now.” 

 

2. With Eno’s ideas fresh in our minds, I have the students read Jared Diamond’s essay entitled “The Ends of the Earth 

as We Know Them,” an excerpt from Collapse. Prior to discussing the essay, I require students to outline the essay, to 

teach them about structure and to force them to really think about the essay. At this point I ask them to respond to 

the essay only in their journal. (This essay ties in very nicely with the Eno essay). 

 

3. Immediately following the Diamond essay, I have students read a more complex essay entitled “An Elephant Crack-

Up,” by Charles Siebert.  For this essay I ask students to write a thorough and complete summary of about five-

hundred words, followed by a reflection about half as long.  

 

After they’ve read both the Diamond and the Siefert essay, we discuss both in detail, in preparation for the next 

essay, which is: 

 

4. Bill McKibben’s “The Pope and the Planet,” which is a nuanced, detailed carefully-reasoned discussion of Pope 

Francis’ encyclical. As with the Siefert essay, I ask them to write a thorough summary and reflection, but this time I 

have them blend the two into a more seamless essay. 

 

5. Following the Mckibben essay, we read an essay that’s not directly related to the others, “The Crime of His 

Childhood,” by Wendell Jameson. After discussion, I have them read the final essay in this sequence, 

 

6. “The Way of the True Human Being,” by Ilarion Merculieff, an Aleut writer and leader. This beautiful and moving 

essay resonates with the others we have read and opens our discussion in preparation for the essay that culminates 

this part of the semester. 

 

After we’ve thoroughly discussed the final two essays and related them to the others we’ve read,  
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I assign students to write an essay in response to one of the following topics: 

 

1. What is “Human Being”? Define this term in as various, specific, challenging and vivid a way as possible, using our 

readings to support and deepen your argument.  

 

2. Discuss the concept of “sustainability” as it pertains (and has pertained) to the natural and manmade systems that 

form our physical environment as well as those practices that guide our social systems, our educations, our working 

lives and our relationships. Again, draw freely from the essays we have read as well as from our class discussions. 

 

Length: 3-5 pages typed, MLA style. Outline and rough draft must be included. 

 

 

***Note: topics of essays are various and often determined by class discussions. These are just examples. The same 

goes for some of the essays, though I almost always use the Eno and Siefert essay. I might also include “Querencia,” a 

poem by Stephen Dobyns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


