MENTAL TRACKING: My Academic Reflections from the MIT Department of Urban Studies and Planning (2007)

It’s easy to see it this way. Classified. Ordered. But we as humans are not operating along a line. We’re all part of a contained whole that might be more circular or weblike. There are subcommunities that divide along our values but ultimately we are stuck with the world community and forced to deal with the consequences of all of our actions. Seen and unseen.
So here I am back in the cosmos. Back in Indra’s infinitely connected jeweled net where everything is reflected in every individual eyelet.
I am a subscriber to The Sun literary magazine and have been for many years. Having entered DUSP and MIT last fall, unread issues accumulated in a dusty stack in the corner of my room over the 06-07 school year. When school ended, I loaded up my car and headed down to New Orleans for a summer to work in the recovery czar’s Office of Recovery Management. Stopping along the way at my parents quietly predictable suburban tract home to catch up on sleep and to hug my niece and nephew, I finally opened the September 2006 issue of The Sun. Appropriately, I found this lovely poem
The Jeweled Net of Indra
DANE CERVINE
Driving down the freeway, remembering Hindu mythology, Indra’s net, each intersecting weave holding a jewel reflecting every other facet of every other jewel, infinitely. Suddenly, I see the hands that paint the white lines, that lay the black asphalt, a man joyous or lost soap-scrubbing his body clean for dinner and beer, for the wife who fears him, loves him, hands that hold their tickets for London to see the grandmother, the hard-drinking pub matron whose body bore children in building rubble when the Nazi bombing relented, and if not for that war, would I be driving now, hands on the wheel, listening to the radio recount the birth of a child named Tsunami after the storm that drove her mother into the hills, would the meager dollars I send to rebuild a village minted with the Rosicrucian-eye above the pyramid dreamed by this country’s founders as the all-seeing vision of a world where not a sparrow falls that we don’t know about, would I have known to send it, if not for the hands that flew the kite with the key that drew electricity from the skies that made its way into the flat-screened box that unveils this jewel-linked world twenty-four hours of every gleaming day, weaving news with advertisements for clothes made by hands in China nimbly sewing a dream of Hollywood and Ipod and offering their bodies one by one for a better future, while the coal that fumes the electricity that plunges the needs drifts in air that circles a globe that warms the icecaps that melt into sea that shifts the current that loves the wind that swirls from heaven to earth stirring one storm after another, blowing its diaphanous passion over New Orleans like a trumpet sinking the heart so low with blue notes that flood is a dark cure for what burns, this illusion that anyone stands alone, stranded on the roofs of our swollen houses mouthing save me to a world whose millions of hands can turn up the volume loud enough to finally hear, or flick with a single click the entire interconnected vision of it all off. 
And I kept this poem in my heart the whole time in New Orleans to help me get through the muck of the summer and to help keep things in perspective. It helped me come to terms with the daily conflict, racism, despair, poverty, hatred, fear of change, ridiculous faith in technological answers, and depressing evidence of society’s deep fracture  locally, nationally, internationally.
I believe that work is just another extension of your being. It is not what defines me. It is just a means to act out in the world. As an architect I wanted to create joy in the physicality of the manmade environment. But I couldn’t keep sight of the large picture. I was mired in the details that weren’t reflecting the light of the interconnected universe. I thought being a teacher or a direct social servant would be the best way to reconnect. I sought out the down and dirty experience, looking to dip my hands in the muck and shit of society far away from the groomed neutral colored firms of the past. And then I saw something large happening and that thing was the world.
The post-modern world has shown herself to me in all her vastness and I am struggling to take it in and to work as an organizer, planner and systemizer of the great global society. Where are the connections? How should we proceed? Not only as human beings but as members of the big natural system called earth and as a larger metaphysical system that we cannot name but I feel is out there.
