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Good evening, and welcome to our fall member meeting.  This is the less formal 
of the two member meetings we have each year, and its main purpose is to give 
ourselves -- PCC's board of trustees, senior staff, and management -- an 
opportunity to visit and speak with our members. 
      
Whenever we trustees have the chance to meet with members, we're often 
asked what it is we do.  For me, that question always creates a moment of panic: 
"What do we do?"  As trustees, we don't run the stores or decide where to build 
them.  We don't choose the products or decide how they're displayed.  I can't 
operate a cash register, and even those self-checkout stands we now have in 
some of our stores intimidate me a bit. 
 
Our role as a board is to ensure that PCC keeps its word -- to run a successful 
grocery business in a way that shows respect, respect for our communities and 
the environment, of course, but also respect for human wisdom.  Maybe the best 
way to explain what I mean by that is to talk a bit about two people who, I 
believe, have something important to teach us.  One is an 80-year old scientist, 
professor, and writer, and the other is a 3-year old boy, the son of friends of mine 
who live here in Seattle. 
 
First, the scientist -- Ed Wilson is a biology professor who began his career 
studying ants.  From that most humble of subjects, Professor Wilson expanded 
his research and his thinking.  He's now recognized as an authority on 
evolutionary theory, on animal behavior, on the ties between the physical and the 
social sciences.  He is, in my estimation, one of the great minds of our time.  
  
One of the subjects Professor Wilson has written extensively about is the idea 
that humans have an innate affinity for the natural world.  In some ways, that 
would seem obvious.  We would expect, for instance, that humans would be 
drawn to landscapes that feature the resources that allow us to live comfortable 
lives.  But Professor Wilson believes that our affinity for natural things extends 
beyond that, to all living things collectively, and to individual living things.  In fact, 
he's named his theory "biophilia" -- Latin for "life love," love of life. 
      



I'll come back to Professor Wilson in a minute, but let me tell you a bit about this 
second person, this three-year old boy, whose name happens to be Stephen.  
Like many kids, Stephen started out as a bit of a finicky eater.  The only 
vegetables he ate were the occasional pea, and those were hardly his favorite. 
  
This past spring, Stephen's parents put in a garden, and Stephen helped.  He 
helped his mother plant seedlings.  He helped his father water each morning.  He 
went out on rabbit patrol each afternoon.  And when it came time to pick the 
vegetables, his mother gave him a plastic pail and a few general instructions and 
turned him loose on the backyard.  She watched as Stephen made his way down 
one row of vegetables, plucking a tomato off its vine and dropping it in his pail.  
As he came back along a second row he came across a plant with no apparent 
vegetable to pick.  After puzzling over what to do for a few seconds, he reached 
down, yanked it out of the ground, and found himself face to face with a carrot.  
He looked at it for a second, brushed some of the dirt off it on his shirt, and -- to 
his mother's great surprise -- ate it. 
   
So today, if you let Stephen pull a carrot out of the ground, or pick a green bean 
off its stalk, it might as well be a chocolate chip cookie.  But if you open a plastic 
bag of baby carrots or try to serve him a green bean out of a can, he'll look at 
you like you've lost your mind. 
   
There's a lesson to be learned here, and I suspect it's what Professor Wilson has 
written so extensively about -- this affinity we as humans have for natural things, 
for living things, and beyond that, a natural wisdom, an instinct for what's right, an 
intuitive sense of what's good for us.  But Stephen's experience in his family's 
garden teaches something more, that how strong that intuitive sense is depends 
on how close our connection is to nature. 
  
When it comes to food, of course, we've largely lost that connection.  As a result, 
our wisdom, our intuitive sense has been lost, or at least suppressed.  Sadly, 
what we've substituted in place of that innate wisdom is faith in our intellect, in 
our own human ingenuity. 
  
You might ask: Why is that important?  And what, by the way, is the difference 
between wisdom and intellect? 
 
There is, I believe, a big difference.  It's our intellect that tells us, for instance, 
that there are things we can do to food to make it better: spray something on an 
apple to keep fruitworms off of it, take a gene from a fish and put it in a tomato 
plant so it can survive a frost, process a product so we don't have to prepare it 
ourselves, and add a chemical or two while we're at it so it can sit on a shelf for a 
long time.  It's our intellect tells us that we can grow food better than the way it's 
been grown for thousands of years, that we can -- through practices like 
industrial farming, large scale monocultures, and chemical fertilizers -- improve 
on nature.  



 
Our wisdom would tell us something quite different.  It would tell us that an apple 
that no self-respecting fruitworm would touch is probably not something we 
should eat.  It would tell us that a cracker or a cake that stays "fresh" for years is 
probably something we should be suspicious about.  It would tell us that a fish 
gene in a tomato is, well, a little creepy.  Our wisdom would tell us that that 
there's a price to pay for growing food in a way that doesn't respect nature, or for 
producing it in a way that can't be sustained. 
   
A big part of PCC's mission is to keep that wisdom alive, to spread it around, to 
tell others and to remind ourselves that we have it.  Most of you have probably 
seen the ads PCC is running on the sides of Metro buses.  They feature pretty 
pictures of farm fields and fresh vegetables and say, simply, "Celebrate Organic" 
or "Celebrate Local."  They're great.  (And they're one more thing, by the way, 
that we trustees have nothing to do with.)  But if we did, the banner I'd suggest is 
one that reads, "Celebrate Wisdom."  Because there is no single word that better 
captures what this cooperative is about. 
     ________ 


