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Praise for Hope Beneath Our Feet


“Uplifting and diverse perspectives on aligning ourselves with the fullness of our own possibilities as individuals and as a species. The bottom line: flavor and savor every moment, especially the toughest ones, with not-knowing, with good will, imagination, kindness, wisdom, humor, community, and action. My father-in-law, Howard Zinn, said it so well: ‘Small acts, when multiplied by millions of people, can transform the world.’ ”

–Jon Kabat-Zinn, author of Full Catastrophe Living and Coming to Our Senses




“Hope Beneath Our Feet is just that. With penetrating clarity it takes us into the depths of our essential nature: our courage, brilliance, and resilience. We are called to take advantage of the greatest opportunity for conscious self-evolution the human species has ever been given. A real masterwork.”

–Barbara Marx Hubbard, author of Conscious Evolution: Awakening the Power of Our Social Potential and founder of the Foundation for Conscious Evolution




“There is no more meaningful action we can take than to struggle on behalf of life on this planet. The profoundly hopeful and inspiring essays in this anthology help us remember our place in the web of life and recover a deep awareness of our own ecological identity, motivating us to continue our efforts.”

–John Seed, founder of the Rainforest Information Centre in New South Wales, Australia, and co-author of Thinking Like a Mountain: Towards a Council of All Beings




“This fierce collection is a pragmatic and poetic call to action for the environmental predicament that we’ve authored. Its message is compelling and, if acted upon, contains powerful medicine to heal ourselves and the planet.”

–Richard Strozzi-Heckler, author of The Leadership Dojo




“A major antidote for despair is engagement and participation: that is the key message of this collection of leading thinkers and doers hard at work on the dire problem of worldwide ecological decline. What creative responses to the crisis of our time await beyond weary save-the-world technologism, activism, and heroism? What can you do, today, to help? Find out here.”

–Craig Chalquist, co-editor of Ecotherapy: Healing with Nature in Mind and core faculty member at John F. Kennedy University




“Hope Beneath Our Feet is the tonic needed right now in the world to inspire the many of us who care about preserving our earth but wonder if humankind can actually get it together. The chorus of voices in this book gives us much hope that we can. Read this book and learn why, and then help bring it into being by taking action beneath your feet.”

–David Gershon, author of Social Change 2.0: A Blueprint for Reinventing Our World and Low Carbon Diet: A 30 Day Program to Lose 5,000 Pounds




“We are learning to see and hear a new kind of beauty. That beauty is in the clear and urgent prose of this book.”

–Coleman Barks, author of The Essential Rumi and The Book of Love




“This book presents a rich lode of psychological resilience for those who suffer from a depletion of ecological optimism. The authors of this uplifting compendium embody the hope and wisdom that flows from rootedness.”

–Richard Heinberg, senior fellow, Post Carbon Institute




“Practical inspiration intertwined with authentic hope, written by people living inspiring and authentically hopeful lives and transforming the world. Read it and join the transformation.”

–David W. Orr, author of Down to the Wire and Hope Is an Imperative: The Essential David Orr




“Luscious, grounding, and disturbing, this book offers potent medicine for all those working for change, and a swift kick in the ass for those who aren’t. A bracing, polyphonic bundle of necessary voices.”

–David Abram, author of Becoming Animal: An Earthly Cosmology




“The greatest opportunity of our time is to reverse climate change and restore the sustainability of planet earth. This book offers a timely, relevant, and compelling invitation to action; it is an extraordinary anthology that contains diverse and practical ways in which we can individually and collectively change the world in positive and tangible ways for the generations of the future.”

–Angeles Arrien, PhD, author of The Four-Fold Way and The Second Half of Life




“My kind of anthology! This volume bravely captures the seriousness as well as the optimism of this blessed moment.”

–Pramod Parajuli, PhD, graduate faculty and director, Prescott College
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Introduction

MARTIN KEOGH

Sometimes bumping into a single piece of information can wake a person up to the plight of our world. This awareness came to me a few months after my son Dylan was born. In the warm comfort of our living room on a New England winter evening, I sat reading statistics on the decline of the world’s coral reefs. Glancing over at the face of my infant son as he slept in his mother’s arms, I imagined the world that he is to inherit. Those dying reefs suddenly did not feel far away—or so far in the future.

I was stunned to learn that, while estimates differ, in a few decades—or maybe even less time—the coral reefs could be virtually gone. Coral reefs are a life-support system not only for themselves and countless fish species, but also for the three hundred million people whose sustenance depends on the seafood harvested in these waters. We will not only have to cope with the loss of an entire habitat teeming with life—we will be staring right in the face of a global food-source collapse.

Events that many of us imagined would not threaten children until future generations are occurring even as we sit down to our dinner.

This recognition ushered in a series of sleepless nights. I lay awake as images crowded my mind: the seas filled with more specks of plastic than krill; axes and torches leaving stumps as they progressed through the Amazon rainforest, our “lungs of the earth”; and much closer to home, fewer and fewer songbirds on the branches of our own neighborhood trees. Grieving over all this loss, I wondered, If what is happening is so utterly different than anything we’ve experienced in our lifetimes, how do I live in the face of such loss?

My wakeful nights did not serve my family, or the world. My heart would pound so hard in my chest that my wife Liza would feel it through the mattress and then she too would lie awake.

In the midst of this despair, a friend emailed me “The Peace of Wild Things” by Wendell Berry:


When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought
of grief. I come into the presence of still water,
and I feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting for their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.



I took the poem’s advice to heart. When I found myself awake, I would walk to the end of our street and continue into the woods. Sometimes the trail would be lit only by starlight. Feeling my body surrounded by so much life calmed my galloping heart.

One morning, as dawn arrived, I strolled into a nearby meadow. With each step rose a blur of hundreds of Ruby Meadowhawk dragonflies, which settled back down only to rise again as I took another step. As I watched the alarmed flapping of one of these graceful creatures escaping my shoe, I realized that I was not big enough to hold these questions alone, that I needed the help of others.

So I asked people how they were coping with the ongoing flood of news from the receding edges of nature. The more people I asked, the more I realized that I was not alone in asking. During my travels to teach in different parts of the world, I increasingly heard similar questions. A woman in Helsinki phrased it this way:


If our world is really looking down the barrel of an environmental catastrophe, how do I live my life right now?



One woman responded to this question by fluttering her hands (a flutter that I now recognize goes with issues too big to imagine): “With so much stress in our everyday lives, how can we think about that?”

Some people were adept at changing the subject. Often they brought up another problem: “My husband never gets home when he says he will” … “The clutch on my Chevy keeps giving out” … “The IRS is auditing my taxes again.” They shifted the problem to a scale that was imaginable, one that they could wrap their heads around.

When people respond to these questions, I sometimes hear despair. More than once, I was told, “We are just rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic.” The desire for practical suggestions is strong for many people; they want to know what they can do. Others expressed a longing for a spiritual perspective.

My inquiries made me realize the urgent need for thoughtful people to provide reflection, inspiration, and direction. So I sent the question of the Finnish woman to environmentalists, artists, CEOs, grassroots organizers, religious and indigenous leaders, scientists, and folks who simply are concerned, to hear how they would respond.

The first wave of replies came from people who feel resigned to imminent disaster. One wrote of friends who are stocking caves in the Sierra; another person grows potatoes on his rooftop as emergency food. One person likened the inflation of our planet’s population to a stock market bubble, due for a big “correction”—and soon. Several of these responses came with the addendum, “Hug your loved ones while you still have the chance.”

And then responses trickled in from people taking time in their lives to seek remedies. Some were gathering with their neighbors to build sustainability groups; others had started grass roots organizations; still others were negotiating a closer marriage between science and public policy. Friends told friends about my query, and soon a flood of people who had meditated on these questions were offering to contribute to this anthology.

I began to sleep better, knowing that so many people care and are taking a stand in their communities for what they feel and know in their hearts. These individuals helped me discover that a major antidote for despair is engagement and participation. Their responses to the question “How do I live my life right now?” have been compiled into the anthology you now hold in your hands: Hope Beneath Our Feet.

We Have a Choice

Al Gore’s movie, An Inconvenient Truth, demonstrated how the misconceptions and misdeeds of our civilization have put us in a dire predicament. This film clearly shows that we each have a choice: either we find effective ways to contribute to making changes now, or we will have to sacrifice—with unbearable losses—later.

My family watched the film together. A few days later, Liza and I asked our two teenagers for their reaction. There was a long silence, and then William summed up the movie: “So basically, we’re fucked, right?”

After seeing the film, many people commented that they now needed tools, both practical and spiritual, to handle this new awareness. They wanted more. I could tell that William and his brother Wyatt had been jarred, but they never brought the movie up again. Even so, things started to change in our home. The boys remembered to turn off the lights in rooms that weren’t occupied. They griped less about taking out the compost and separating the recycling. They surprised us by choosing to eat less red meat. And they became interested in the efforts that Liza and I had been making for three years to lower our carbon footprint.

Walking into the kitchen, I would find them with their friends, assembled around the refrigerator, munching on an after-school snack and peering at the sheet we’d put up to show how actions such as installing energy-efficient appliances, taking shorter showers, and buying a hybrid car had considerably reduced our resource consumption. Water and heating oil: down by 35 percent. Gasoline: cut by 80 percent. My airplane business travel: down 50 percent. What surprised our boys was how little noticeable sacrifice had to be made to produce these savings (though they did miss our old minivan).

However, when we suggested that they join a sustainability group at school, Wyatt dismissed the idea: “Nope, only the hippies do that.” But when our family bought a share in a local CSA (Community-Supported Agriculture) farm and began to receive a box each week that spilled over with organic produce, the boys held their noses and tried some vegetables they had never set eyes on before. Some lived up to their expectations and others they found surprisingly tasty, especially when cooked in the solar oven.

No one really knows whether this one teenager’s comment after watching An Inconvenient Truth is accurate. The truth is, we might have arrived at the tipping point. What the contributors in this book reveal, however, is that if enough of us lean together in the right direction, our trajectory can change; we do have the ability to alter the course of events. We have to make this effort—because the alternative is unthinkable.

The only way we are going to make it is if everyone contributes to the many remedies needed. And the good news is that the world has never given us such a vital opportunity both to find our contribution and to offer it.

Restoring Our Place in the Natural World

We need only turn on the evening news to hear the litany of what is wrong around us. In these essays and meditations, you will not find a catalog of despair. This book is an invitation to move beyond merely coping into actively engaging.

When I sent out the initial requests for writings, I did not know what form the book would take. I didn’t know that it would become an invitation, a challenge, a spur, for each reader—for you—to find his or her own particular ways to contribute. The authors describe myriad approaches to finding the drive and passion and will to stand up for our world. Through their eyes, we discover that our solutions are as multi-faceted as our problems, making room for each of us to weigh in with our own style. Your approach may be through science, advocating for legislation, chaining yourself to a tree, or simply starting conversations. You might have a skill that can support the good work of others. Most likely, your part will include simply lowering your own consumption of our earth’s resources.

Ideally you will hear more than a few voices within these pages that speak directly to you. I invite you to seek them out.

Kelly Coyne and Erik Knutzen show simple ways to make a difference, literally in your own backyard. Ann Rosencranz and Jyoti connect us to an indigenous wisdom with our feet in the natural world. Several authors, including Diane Ackerman and Alice Walker, demonstrate that gratitude can lead to forms of activism. Frances Moore Lappé, John Horgan, and Margaret Trost reveal how your actions indeed send out ripples that have influence. And Derrick Jensen lets us know, in no uncertain terms, why there is no time to wait.

Not everybody here agrees with each other, nor should they. But their generosity is born of a passion to see all of us meet the challenge—together. Some have been laboring for decades, trying to wake people up to the reality of what we are doing to our world and ourselves. They grasp the shocking details of our situation—yet for the most part these people are filled with joy, if not hope, for the ingenuity and initiative that people are capable of. These individuals are not living in isolation; they’ve learned to balance struggle with celebration.

It’s worth saying again: they have found the antidote for despair in participation.

The authors’ work “on the ground” gives testimony that responsible engagement reconnects us to the world of which we are a part. In this book you will also encounter a Malaysian hairy rhino, many birds, including red tail hawks, trogons, and rose-throated becards. You will find green rat snakes, gila monsters, javelinas, and spider monkeys. We can thrive on the body of this earth only when we stop seeing the earth and its inhabitants as separate from ourselves and our survival. Every living being is part of the remedy.

None of us knows for sure which side of the tipping point we are on. But I imagine that you share with me the desire to look back at the end of our lives and feel that we have lived each moment fully engaged, knowing that we’ve each contributed our small share. To do this, we need the humility to recognize that we are not going to figure this out alone. So much of what we face is unfathomable. We need to develop the capacity to reach out to one another, and to call on something intangible beyond ourselves.

I invite you to read on—and to create your own Hope Beneath Our Feet project. In ways you cannot even imagine, what you do matters and makes a difference for us all.



CHAPTER ONE
What’s at Stake




Commencement Address to the Class of 2009, University of Portland

PAUL HAWKEN

When I was invited to give this speech, I was asked if I could give a simple, short talk that was “direct, naked, taut, honest, passionate, lean, shivering, startling, and graceful.” No pressure there.

Let’s begin with the startling part. Class of 2009: you are going to have to figure out what it means to be a human being on earth at a time when every living system is declining, and the rate of decline is accelerating. Kind of a mind-boggling situation … but not one peer-reviewed paper published in the last thirty years can refute that statement. Basically, civilization needs a new operating system, you are the programmers, and we need it within a few decades.

This planet came with a set of instructions, but we seem to have misplaced them. Important rules—like don’t poison the water, soil, or air; don’t let the earth get overcrowded; and don’t touch the thermostat—have been broken. Buckminster Fuller said that “spaceship earth” was so ingeniously designed that no one has a clue that we are on one, flying through the universe at a million miles per hour, with no need for seat-belts, lots of room in coach, and really good food—but all that is changing.

There is invisible writing on the back of the diploma you will receive, and in case you didn’t bring lemon juice to decode it, I can tell you what it says: you are brilliant, and the earth is hiring. The earth couldn’t afford to send recruiters or limos to your school. It sent you rain, sunsets, ripe cherries, night-blooming jasmine, and that unbelievably cute person you are dating. Take the hint. And here’s the deal: forget that this task of planet-saving is not possible in the time required. Don’t be put off by people who know what is not possible. Do what needs to be done, and check to see if it was impossible only after you are done.

When asked if I am pessimistic or optimistic about the future, my answer is always the same: if you look at the science about what is happening on earth and aren’t pessimistic, you don’t understand the data. But if you meet the people who are working to restore this earth and the lives of the poor, and you aren’t optimistic, you haven’t got a pulse. What I see everywhere in the world are ordinary people willing to confront despair, power, and incalculable odds in order to restore some semblance of grace, justice, and beauty to this world. The poet Adrienne Rich wrote, “So much has been destroyed / I have cast my lot with those / who, age after age, perversely, with no extraordinary power, / reconstitute the world.” There could be no better description. Humanity is coalescing. It is reconstituting the world, and the action is taking place in schoolrooms, farms, jungles, villages, campuses, companies, refugee camps, deserts, fisheries, and slums.

You join a multitude of caring people. No one knows how many groups and organizations are working on the most salient issues of our day: climate change, poverty, deforestation, peace, water, hunger, conservation, human rights, and more. This is the largest movement the world has ever seen. Rather than control, it seeks connection. Rather than dominance, it strives to disperse concentrations of power. Like Mercy Corps, it works behind the scenes and gets the job done. Large as it is, no one knows the true size of this movement. It provides hope, support, and meaning to billions of people in the world. Its clout resides in ideas, not in force. It is made up of teachers, children, peasants, businesspeople, rappers, organic farmers, nuns, artists, government workers, fisherfolk, engineers, students, incorrigible writers, weeping Muslims, concerned mothers, poets, doctors without borders, grieving Christians, street musicians, the president of the United States of America, and, as the writer David James Duncan would say, the Creator, the One who loves us all in such a huge way.

There is a rabbinical teaching that says if the world is ending and the Messiah arrives, first plant a tree and then see if the story is true. Inspiration is not garnered from the litanies of what may befall us; it resides in humanity’s willingness to restore, redress, reform, rebuild, recover, reimagine, and reconsider. “One day you finally knew / what you had to do, and began, / though the voices around you / kept shouting / their bad advice” is Mary Oliver’s description of moving away from the profane toward a deep sense of connectedness to the living world.

Millions of people are working on behalf of strangers, even if the evening news is usually about the death of strangers. This kindness of strangers has religious, even mythic origins, and very specific eighteenth-century roots. Abolitionists were the first people to create a national and global movement to defend the rights of those they did not know. Until that time, no group had filed a grievance except on behalf of itself. The founders of this movement were largely unknown—Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, Josiah Wedgwood—and their goal was ridiculous on the face of it: at that time three out of four people in the world were enslaved. Enslaving each other was what human beings had done for ages. And the abolitionist movement was greeted with incredulity. Conservative spokesmen ridiculed the abolitionists as liberals, progressives, do-gooders, meddlers, and activists. They were told they would ruin the economy and drive England into poverty. But for the first time in history a group of people organized themselves to help people they would never know, from whom they would never receive direct or indirect benefit. And today tens of millions of people do this every day. It is called the world of nonprofits, civil society, schools, social entrepreneurship, nongovernmental organizations, and companies who place social and environmental justice at the top of their strategic goals. The scope and scale of this effort is unparalleled in history.

The living world is not “out there” somewhere but in your heart. What do we know about life? In the words of biologist Janine Benyus, life creates the conditions that are conducive to life. I can think of no better motto for a future economy. We have tens of thousands of abandoned homes without people and tens of thousands of abandoned people without homes. We have failed bankers advising failed regulators on how to save failed assets. We are the only species on the planet without full employment. Brilliant. We have an economy that tells us that it is cheaper to destroy the earth in real time than to renew, restore, and sustain it. You can print money to bail out a bank but you can’t print life to bail out a planet. At present we are stealing the future, selling it in the present, and calling it gross domestic product. We can just as easily have an economy that is based on healing the future instead of stealing it. We can either create assets for the future or take the assets of the future. One is called restoration and the other exploitation. And whenever we exploit the earth we exploit people and cause untold suffering. Working for the earth is not a way to get rich—it is a way to be rich.

The first living cell came into being nearly four billion years ago, and its direct descendants are in all of our bloodstreams. Literally—you are breathing molecules this very second that were inhaled by Moses, Mother Teresa, and Bono. We are vastly interconnected. Our fates are inseparable. We are here because the dream of every cell is to become two cells. And dreams come true. In each of you are one quadrillion cells, 90 percent of which are not human cells. Your body is a community, and without those other microorganisms you would perish in hours. Each human cell has four hundred billion molecules conducting millions of processes between trillions of atoms. The total cellular activity in one human body is staggering: one septillion actions at any one moment, a one with twenty-four zeros after it. In a millisecond, our body has undergone ten times more processes than there are stars in the universe, which is exactly what Charles Darwin foretold when he said science would discover that each living creature is a “little universe, formed of a host of self-propagating organisms, inconceivably minute and as numerous as the stars of heaven.”

So I have two questions for you all: first, can you feel your body? Stop for a moment. Feel your body. One septillion activities going on simultaneously, and your body does this so well you are free to ignore it, and wonder instead when this speech will end. You can feel it. It is called life. This is who you are. Second question: who is in charge of your body? Who is managing those molecules? Hopefully not a political party. Life is creating the conditions that are conducive to life inside you, just as in all of nature. Our innate nature is to create the conditions that are conducive to life. What I want you to imagine is that collectively, humanity is evincing a deep innate wisdom in coming together to heal the wounds and insults of the past.

Ralph Waldo Emerson once asked what we would do if the stars only came out once every thousand years. No one would sleep that night, of course. The world would create new religions overnight. We would be ecstatic, delirious, made rapturous by the glory of God. Instead, the stars come out every night and we watch television.

This extraordinary time when we are globally aware of each other and the multiple dangers that threaten civilization has never happened, not in a thousand years, not in ten thousand years. Each of us is as complex and beautiful as all the stars in the universe. We have done great things and we have gone way off course in terms of honoring creation. You are graduating to the most amazing, stupefying challenge ever bequeathed to any generation. The generations before you failed. They didn’t stay up all night. They got distracted and lost sight of the fact that life is a miracle every moment of your existence. Nature beckons you to be on her side. You couldn’t ask for a better boss. The most unrealistic person in the world is the cynic, not the dreamer. Hope only makes sense when it doesn’t make sense to be hopeful. This is your century. Take it and run as if your life depends on it.

[image: ]

Paul Hawken is a renowned entrepreneur, visionary environmental activist, and author of many books, most recently Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came into Being and Why No One Saw It Coming. He was presented with an honorary doctorate of humane letters by University of Portland president Father Bill Beauchamp, CSC, in May 2009, when he delivered this speech. Our thanks especially to Erica Linson for her help making that moment possible. His Web site is www.paulhawken.com.


Awakening to Our Evolutionary Responsibility

ANDREW COHEN

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, God is no longer “up there” ready to save us. Until very recently, that creative principle was something that we would ask for help from. But I believe we have reached a time in history when God, which I would describe as the energy and intelligence that initiated the creative process, is now completely dependent upon us—upon sentient life forms that have evolved to the point where they are blessed with the extraordinary gifts of self-awareness and freedom of choice. At this critical juncture, our own future and the future of our planet will be determined by the conscious choices that we human beings make, rather than by the whim of a higher power or according to some predestined plan.

The mythical god has fallen out of the sky, and as more and more of us awaken to this fact, it begins to dawn on us that the future is literally in our own hands. Our power and impact have never been greater. It has even been suggested that at this point in evolution, the process of natural selection has been superseded by human choice. The decisions that we are making, whether we are aware of it or not, have become the primary force directing our planet’s future. Indeed, we have become gods. In pre-modern times, gods were revered as supreme beings who had the power to create and destroy life. Who has that power now? We do. We can create life in a laboratory. And we have at our fingertips the power to destroy all life on earth. Our unique capacity to innovate and our drive to create have brought forth unimagined potentials and simultaneously carried us to the very brink of self-destruction. Because our technological development has outpaced our spiritual and moral development, we find ourselves in a crisis of unparalleled proportions. And there is nobody “up there” who can help us now, no supernatural power guiding everything from on high, no God that is separate from our very own consciousness.

For the human being who begins to realize this, the implications on a personal level are profound and overwhelming. Those of us at the leading edge are beginning to awaken to the fact that we are not the people we thought we were. We are not merely individuals with a unique personal history, from a particular family, with a certain ethnic background, who may even recognize ourselves to be global citizens. We are the leading edge of a fourteen-billion-year cosmic process, and the energy and intelligence that initiated that process is now dependent upon us. Our responsibility for being here now and creating the future is much bigger than we could ever have imagined.

Most of us are simply not conscious of the vast evolutionary context in which our own choices and actions are occurring. As long as those of us who are the most fortunate, educated, wealthy, and cognitively developed are lost in the postmodern psychological disease of narcissism, materialism, and self-concern, we will never be in a position to appreciate what the power of choice actually means. But when we awaken to the enormity of the process we are a part of and begin to recognize the extraordinary significance of our freedom to choose, our enlightenment has begun. There is no other species that has the power to choose to evolve.

For the mature human being at the beginning of the twenty-first century, this is what I see as being the purpose of spiritual development in a nutshell: to liberate the miraculous power of human choice from unconsciousness and petty self-concern. Our evolution, if not our very survival, depends on it. More and more of us need to awaken to the vast evolutionary context in which we have emerged, and be ready to take responsibility for its overwhelming implications. We must begin to live the gift of human life and use the gift of human choice for the sake of evolution itself.

[image: ]

Andrew Cohen is a spiritual teacher and founder of EnlightenNext magazine (formerly What Is Enlightenment). A visionary thinker, Cohen is widely recognized for his original contribution to the field of evolutionary spirituality. Through his talks, publications, and dialogues with leading philosophers, mystics, and activists, he has become a defining voice in an international alliance of individuals and organizations committed to the transformation of human consciousness and culture. In 2009, Cohen launched the EnlightenNext Discovery Cycle, an integrated program of spiritual retreats, conferences, and forums for individual and collective evolution. For more information, visit www.andrewcohen.org.
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