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RemembeR the job of the navigatoR 
on long car rides? The navigator’s job 
was to watch the map, keep track of 

location, anticipate where to turn, and estimate 
arrival time. Well, that’s all a thing of the past. 
Now we have global positioning systems in our 
cars and on our phones that both show us where 
we are and tell us what to do next. They even 
warn us about traffic jams and road construction, 
and beep when we enter a school zone. 

This means that we all carry around with us 
electronic YOU ARE HERE maps. The old 
kind, the kind printed on a sign, had a pin or a 
star indicating where you were standing, thus 
helping you figure out how to get to wherever 
you wanted to be next. The map gave you a 
sense of where you were within the larger 
picture — the shopping mall, the college campus, 
or the hospital. Now, just by turning on my car 
or touching an app on my phone, I see a map that 
shows me where I am and allows me to zoom in 
and out to see my position in relation to a larger 
area — the neighborhood, the city, the country.

Try something right now. Picture a map of 
the street you live on situated in front of you. 
Imagine putting a pin in the very spot where your 
house is. Then start to slowly back up, or zoom 
out, so you see your house, your street, then your 

neighborhood, your town. Keep your mental eye 
on that pin as it gets smaller and smaller. 

Slowly keep zooming out until you see the 
entirety of your state, your region, and then the 
country. Now you need to mentally switch to 
visualizing a three dimensional space. Zoom out 
to see the entire planet, our planet Earth. That 
pin that marks where you are is probably too 
small to see at this point, but keep track mentally 
of where it is. Keep zooming out . . . slowly. See 
Earth in relation to our moon and then other 
planets within our solar system — the nearby (a 
relative term) planets — Mercury, Venus, and 
Mars — and the more distant planets—Jupiter, 
Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto. All of these 
planets are situated in some position on a plane, 
circling a big star, known as the Sun. Now and 
then, remember the pin that indicates where you 
are, now just a tiny, tiny speck within this vast 
solar system. 

The longest measure of distance we typically 
use is the mile. The distance between Earth 
and the moon changes, but the average distance 
is 240,000 miles. That’s about ten times the 
circumference of Earth. Except for a few 
astronauts who traveled to the moon, this kind 
of distance is beyond anyone’s experience, but 
it is still comprehensible. The sun is 93 million 

miles away, and that’s equivalent to 3,875 trips 
around Earth. That’s a little harder to grasp. 
Then there’s Pluto. Its distance from us changes 
too, but at its farthest, Pluto is 3.67 billion 
miles from us; that’s equivalent to 153,000 trips 
around Earth. These days a commercial plane 
would take about two days to fly around the 
globe, so if you did that continuously, it would 
take 840 years to make 153,000 trips. It’s one 
thing to calculate the numbers, but it’s another 
thing to really grasp what these numbers 
mean, and I know I’m not capable of really 
understanding a distance of 3.67 billion miles.

Still, there’s more. We can zoom out even 
further to visualize our place within our galaxy, 
the Milky Way. A galaxy is a massive collection 
of gas, dust, and solar systems made of stars, 
planets, and moons that, for reasons we’re not 
entirely sure of, stay together. Then, as if that 
pin marking the location of your house isn’t 
minuscule enough, zoom out one more time to 
try to imagine many more galaxies situated 
within what we call the universe. At this point, 
distance is totally incomprehensible. A light-year 
is nearly 6 trillion miles, and the latest estimate 
of the diameter of the observable universe is 93 
billion light-years. 

Now let’s talk about time: the age of the 
universe is estimated to be about 13.8 billion 
years and the age of Earth is around 4.5 billion 
years. At this point, if you’re like me, you 
probably want to clear your head and get back 
to focusing on your neighborhood. Forget the 
universe. 

Dwelling on these thoughts makes me feel like 
my mind is exploding. Though I know very little 
about physics, I can grasp the very basic notion 
that our common understanding of space and 
time is limited by what we know and experience: 
we measure space with rulers and odometers 

and time with clocks and calendars. But rulers 
and clocks are tools we’ve created to make sense 
of and control the notions of space and time. 
Physicists have other tools that are far more 
complex and have already led to a total overhaul 
of the ways we typically think about space and 
time. Yup . . . my mind is still exploding.

All in all, it’s more comfortable to just return to 
a view of the world that is more immediate and 
up close. That’s when I’m reminded that my view 
of the world is just that — my view of the world 
that passes through my ego or sense of personal 
identity. And everyone has their own view; there 
are billions of such views, each one unique to 
some individual. So what is real? What is true? 

Everyone has to figure that out for themselves, 
but we can start the investigation by admitting 
that focusing on the comfortable view of the 
world — “my” view of the world — requires that 
I remain separate from everyone and everything 
else in the universe. We’re all individual specks 
of existence within a vast sea of specks, each 
floating around independently with its own view 
of the world. Or are we? 

Consider this: we are all made of stardust. 
Every part of the human body — as well as 
every part of animals, plants, water, rock—is 
made of elements created by stars. Stars are 
essentially enormous furnaces in which atoms 
collide and then create elements — oxygen, 
carbon, calcium, iron, and many more. Stars 
eventually wear down; they use up the fuel 
that keeps them burning. At some point in 
their lifespan, stars typically explode, and all the 
elements that were forged within them are flung 
out into the universe. Out of these elements, 
these pieces of stardust, planets and moons are 
created, as well as everything on a planet. In the 
case of Earth, that means oceans, mountains, 
trees, dogs, cats, and people. 
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the universe is becoming conscious of itself. What an amazing miracle.” – Eckhart Tolle “You are not IN the universe, you ARE the universe, an intrinsic part of it. Ultimately you are 
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This changes everything. I’m not an 
independent speck that was born and will die 
with no consequence. I am part of everything 
around me, and everything is part of me, 
everything that has been and everything 
that will be. My physical body is made of 
elements that were forged in space, perhaps 
billions of miles from where I am now. And 
this is true of every other physical body on 
Earth. These same elements are part of the 
planet’s animal life, plant life, and geological 
structures. In a grand way, we are all the same, 
seemingly without beginning and without 
end. When I die, my body will decay and 
the atoms from my body will be rearranged 
and become part of some other entity. 

Think of the beauty all around us. We can 
look at magnificent vistas, peer into deep 
canyons, gaze out at the ocean, look up at the 
nighttime sky speckled with stars and planets, 
we can walk among dense forests populated 
with birds and mammals, we can swim among 
underwater plants and sea creatures . . . all 
incredibly beautiful. 

But the most beautiful thing about our 
planet is that we are all one and the same. �
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