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Rincón, Puerto Rico -  The conservative radio talk host, Rush Limbaugh, likes to claim that he has “talent on loan from God.”  After walking the beaches here recently, I would go further and state that “everything we have is on loan from God.”
With this statement, I do not wish to engage in a theological debate concerning whether or not there is a Divine Being.   My intent is to use “God” in the general sense of either a supernatural creator or as simply “nature” itself, as manifest in the universe about us – depending on your religious preference, please feel free to substitute.

But what is beyond argument is that the world around us, as we experience it, is a very temporary condition.  Nowhere is this more apparent than during a walk along a beach, whether it be on Topsail Island in North Carolina, along the rocky coastline of Maine, or here on the west coast of Puerto Rico.  The sea is constantly attacking the shoreline, changing it even by the minute.   Concrete barriers put into place just two years ago just south of here are already showing visible cracks (and in one place, crumbling) due to the ravages of pounding by waves.  Coconut trees further up from the current shoreline have exposed roots due to winter storms rushing ashore.  And none of this takes into account the random, but here in the Caribbean certainty, of tropical storms and hurricanes.  What is here today may, or may not, be here tomorrow.
In a review by Caleb Crain in the New Yorker of a recently published book by Thomas G. Andrews, “Killing for Coal,” there is discussion of the “Ludlow Massacre.”  This event, which took place in 1914 in Ludlow, Colorado, erupted during a confrontation between miners and militia hired by the mine owners, the John D. Rockefeller family.  In the signature confrontation in April that year, and during weeks of revenge killings that followed, over 100 were killed, mostly miners and their families.   The commodity at the center of the battle was coal, lying underground until discovered nearly 50 years earlier in some outcroppings when some had made its way to the surface.
What is rarely discussed about coal is how it got there and where it came from.  In the case of this Colorado coal, its origin began perhaps 75 million years ago when the topography of the region was markedly different from today.  Then the area was mostly coastal swamps of a sea with vegetation living and dying annually.  The decaying matter built up slowly, maybe an inch every 50 years.  But when one is talking eons instead of centuries, this decay product accumulated in depths of over several hundred feet.  Once covered by dirt and buried far underground, it became subject to pressure and temperature transforming its contained carbon to coal.  As the Rocky Mountains rose out of the sea, this buried fuel source was lifted upwards, and in the process was subjected to further forces placing it in a position attainable by human mining.  This set the stage for the Ludlow Massacre as our near ancestors of only 100 years ago battled over its extraction.
I mention this historical event to illustrate the extremely temporal nature of our fleeting existence here on Earth.  We are, at best, the briefest of visitors, and we really are not in control.   “Mother Nature” must smile, or grimace, while watching our feeble attempts to alter the course of events far, far beyond our control.  Obviously what we do can impact Earth, and seriously so, but it really is in the very short term.  A polluted river is our problem for only the years that humans are near it.  Even nuclear waste, with a half live of over 20,000 years, is but a blink in the face of Earth’s apparent lifetime, to date, of five billion years.

We have no idea how long this ride on planet Earth will last for humans.  It could be a very brief journey – who knows when an object from space could smash into our planet creating yet another mass extinction?  But what we do know is this:  what we have is a very precious gift on loan.  We have little control over its destiny, so enjoy every minute while it lasts.

I thought you might like to know.  
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