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The Human Archipelago
John Donne famously told us that “no man” – in today’s parlance, this would be “no person”- is an island.  Never has a statement been more profoundly true and flagrantly false at the same time.  The desperate plight of the island nation of Haiti proclaims both.

 That we are not, and cannot be, islands is fundamental in innumerable ways.  We are from our earliest days social creatures, dependent on one another for survival.  Homo sapiens, in comparison to other animals, is weak, and slow, and clumsy.  Our ascendancy to the top of the food chain was dependent on our capacity to cooperate, at the tribal level at least, and work as a pack.  As a pack, we are a force to be reckoned with.
In the modern world, we depend on one another for all of the machinations of modern commerce.  We separately produce and then collectively share food, fuel, the construction materials for shelter, the advances of science.  These things are shared inequitably, of course, but they are shared nonetheless- and no part of our planet much resembles itself of 100 years ago as a result.  Our collective inventiveness and tendency to collaborate, for love or money, has reshaped the globe.
Speaking of love, we need it.  This might seem a sappy or sentimental re-rendering of Donne’s sermon, but it is instead a statement of scientific fact.  Research shows consistently that adults in loving relationships are less prone to everything from depression to cancer and heart attack.  Following a heart attack, those in loving relationships are less likely to die than those on their own.  In the CCU, it seems, islands are very much an endangered breed.

We need one another most particularly in times of crisis for the basic care we can ordinarily provide ourselves.  The tragedy in Haiti- of unimaginable scope- has made our brothers and sisters there incapable of sheltering themselves, feeding themselves.  Our interdependence is most vivid when the only alternative is indifference no decent person could abide.
The depth and breadth of need when virtually all modern infrastructure, along with the earth itself, falls out from under some 3 million people is hard to fathom.  There are the obvious challenges: trauma and injury, people still trapped under rubble, lack of food and potable water.  Less immediately obvious is that among 3 million people, there was doubtless quite a lot of diabetes, and asthma, and heart disease before the earthquake, none of which was cured by it.  There are people not dying of crush injuries who may die nonetheless because they can no longer access care and medicine they needed all along.
I hasten to add, lest I seem a hypocrite, that along with sending money, I have signed up to join medical relief groups dispatched to Haiti.  Unfortunately, as desperate as the need for health care professionals is, there simply isn’t the infrastructure in place to get us where we’re needed.  I don’t know if I will be deployed, but I am hoping so. 

I trust you have lent what support you can to the relief effort in Haiti already.  But on the chance you have not, or are willing to do more, please visit http://www.whitehouse.gov/haitiearthquake.   
Of course, we are no islands for the reason that Donne most emphatically intended and Haiti most dramatically demonstrates: we are bound by communal responses to triumph and disaster.  Donne stated that “every man’s death diminishes me because I am involved in mankind.”  I suspect we all feel a gaping hole somewhere in our chests where the calamitous death toll in Haiti has diminished us.  

And yet, we are islands after all.  For in those of us who do not actually have loved ones in Haiti, the edges of even that large hole lack the acute agony that a lost or imperiled loved one induces.  Ultimately, it is not the magnitude of disaster that best quantifies its impact on our lives- it is its intimacy.
This is in some ways a blessing; just imagine if we were not only diminished by every person’s death, but as diminished as if that person were the one we loved most in the world.  No one of us could bear this existence.  Intimate sorrow and intimate loss leave deep scars; all the rest, however weighty, however dreadful and cold, comes and goes a bit like snow.

We are, in the final analysis, a human archipelago.  Inextricably bound, yet irrevocably separate.

And that’s where the danger lies.  Our insulation against all but the most intimate of losses may engender a begrudging attitude toward the priorities of public health that don’t wear a familiar human face.  Perhaps we can recall there is no public about which we can afford to be complacent; there is only people just like us, whose names we happen not to know.  If Donne was right, he was surely right in reverse as well: every person saved enriches us, because we are involved in human kind.
Donne preached from a pulpit on an island nation: England.  Another island nation, Haiti, is our most current, potent demonstration of how connected we are.  We learn it in a message that reaches the world across an expanse of water, from an island in an archipelago in the Caribbean Sea.

As the potency of Haiti’s plight moves us to see fleetingly past that space of separation to the world as John Donne saw it, perhaps we may find a permanent enrichment of our common bond.  

To survive, I think we must spare ourselves the agony of feeling the pain of every human island as acutely as we feel our own.   But to thrive, I hope we might do a better job of building permanent bridges throughout the human archipelago.
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