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FOREWORD

AN OASIS IN THE DESERT

While growing up in Sacramento, California, in the 1960s and early ’70s, I watched a lot of Star Trek: TOS, with my family. In retrospect, its appeal was deceptively simple. Star Trek was an affirmation of the value of our existence. In an America that seemed mostly unwelcoming to our presence while seemingly insistent on assassinating its most charismatic leaders, once a week we escaped into a future that was considerably more appealing than segregation, the struggle for civil rights, and an unwinnable war in Vietnam. These were the events that shaped us, that were so undeniably present in our daily lives. In Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek, we found a depiction of the future that was both hopeful and inclusive, and it made our everyday reality a bit more bearable, not to mention added a bit of welcome representation to our primetime television diet, which was woefully melanin deficient.

I will be forever grateful to my elder sister, Letitia, who not only taught me how to read but also introduced me to Octavia Butler’s work. When we were younger, she turned me on to Huey Newton and Che Guevara, so I figured her recommendation was worth the time it would take to give the book a read. Parable of the Sower was the first of Octavia’s novels she put in my hands, and I can honestly say I have not been the same person ever since. In subject and substance, Octavia spoke, and continues to speak, directly to my soul. I immediately became a vociferous proselytizer of her work, as well as an unrepentant and devoted fan.

Book by book, brick by brick, by virtue of her talent and point of view, I was informed by both her lived experience and imaginative self; she painstakingly built a body of work that is decidedly humanistic while remaining unashamedly, unapologetically Afrocentric. Trust and believe—for her to have carved out such a lane in a space that had heretofore been dominated by old white men, in an industry not particularly interested in minority voices, was no easy feat. She was a genuine revolutionary and is, in my view, undoubtedly one of the most important writers, category agnostic, of the twentieth century, and it is gratifying these days to see her work receiving the attention, accolades, and affection—from readers and critics alike—that she so justifiably deserves.

Along with Samuel R. Delany, Steven Barnes, and a few other precious pioneers, Octavia paved the way for an entire generation of writers and readers who have been influenced, inspired, and emboldened by her voice, and I am grateful to be among the legions of Octavia Butler enthusiasts—for life. We are “Octavia’s Brood,” to appropriate the title of the 2015 compilation of short stories inspired by her life’s work. She is our mother and has sustained us with her extraordinary insight into humanity, in addition to her considerable genius. We are the inheritors of her storyteller DNA and the beneficiaries of her amazing literary grace. I most sincerely wish I had met Octavia Butler—to have been able to fall at her feet and fanboy out in an embarrassing display of tongue-tied gushing, to awkwardly share with her my undying gratitude for the indelible ways in which she has moved me, changed me, shaped me… challenged me to become the storyteller I am today.

In full disclosure, my first novel, Aftermath, written back in the late 1990s, is a postapocalyptic, dystopian tale about a ragtag group of unlikely companions who band together for common purpose in the aftermath of a complete collapse of America, its economic, political, and social structures. It is clear to me now, even though I wasn’t remotely conscious of it then, just how much influence Parable of the Sower exerted over me during the writing of that book. I hope from her perch in the pantheon of legends she is flattered rather than offended.

SOWING SEEDS

“Visionary” is a quality quite often ascribed to many of the titans of the science fiction genre, and Octavia is certainly that; her visionary prowess is undeniable. However, in rereading Parable of the Sower, in this, the thirtieth anniversary of its inaugural release, the novel reveals itself to be alarmingly accurate in its anticipation of the deep social divide and political upheaval present in today’s America. The story elevates itself from the ranks of the prescient to the profoundly prophetic. The events in the novel play out primarily in California over a three-year period between 2024 and 2027. I picked up the book in mid-July of 2023, and the effect of reading Parable practically in real time was as chilling and disconcerting a journey as I have ever taken with a book. The parallels between the world we occupy now and that of the novel are uncanny, from the polarization and tribalism that threatens to rip this nation asunder, to a popular drug, called Paracetco in the novel, that sucks all vitality from the nation’s soul and destroys it from within, chillingly similar to our current opioid crisis. The catastrophic impact of global warming, the scarcity of once-plentiful natural resources like potable water, the ever-widening chasm between those who got and those who get left behind—it’s all there.

However, in the best of dystopian tales, the storyteller usually gives the faithful a good reason for hope, and as civil society in America devolves into carnage and cannibalism in the book, Octavia gives us Lauren… and it is Lauren who gives us Earthseed.

PRACTICAL RELIGION

In the years that intervened between my readings of Parable, I had completely forgotten how young its protagonist, Lauren Oya Olamina, is; she’s a preacher’s kid, who at fifteen has lost faith in her father’s God. It is through Lauren that Octavia creates a belief system, Earthseed, that—as an abandoner of religion myself—even I can relate to and, in some ways, embrace. It is this realization that blows me away, not only because of how I feel about religion but also because I completely missed the genius of Earthseed the first time around. Through the Earthseed passages in the novel, Octavia has gifted us with a prism through which it is possible to see ourselves survive in a tumultuous world full of danger and uncertainty. However, the philosophy—as plausible as it is to me now—is useless to those who might embrace it, unless the philosophical ideas are seeded in and bound by a culture of service to others. Only then does Earthseed become the powerful framework through which the characters in the story, and we as readers, can come together, survive our present circumstances, and perhaps even flourish long enough to create a future existence. Because as one of the most critical passages of the Books of the Living proclaims—“the Destiny of Earthseed is to take root among the stars.”


All that you touch

You Change.




All that you Change

Changes you.




The only lasting truth

Is Change.




God

Is Change.

—EARTHSEED: THE BOOKS OF THE LIVING




Upon this most recent reading, I am in love with the idea of God as Change. Change is indeed the most constant force in our universe; nothing in this realm is immune to its impact or influence. Through Earthseed, Octavia instructs us that the only sane response to being human is to embrace the inevitability of Change.


God is Power—

Infinite,

Irresistible,

Inexorable,

Indifferent.

And yet, God is Pliable—

Trickster,

Teacher,

Chaos,

Clay.

God exists to be shaped.

God is Change.



I must admit that, initially, I had a difficult time with the concept of shaping God. It’s a lot to wrap my apostate’s mind around. However, I can easily see myself having an effect on the world around me. In fact, I believe I do have some impact on my world, in small ways if not large. I believe there is no higher calling than to be of service to others. I was raised in an environment where service was emphasized. My single-parent mother had two careers in her lifetime, first as a high school English teacher, then as a social worker, serving children and families who had fallen through cracks in the social system. Serving others in a meaningful way is at the top of my list of qualities essential to being a good human being. In the context of the Earthseed precepts, I find it easy to make the leap from shaping Change to shaping God. As a natural-born leader, Lauren is dedicated to taking care of her people emotionally, mentally, and physically. Their postapocalyptic circumstance demands that going forward, most of their lives will be consumed with the more mundane aspects of survival: foraging for food and water, bartering for what you need but don’t have, keeping safe those things you do have from those who would take them from you if they can. However, in a wisdom that belies her years, she is acutely aware that while they must survive in a world that has abandoned its moral center, attention must also be paid to the spiritual needs of those she has gathered around her. She recognizes that it takes focus and energy and commitment to stay alive long enough to shape God.

REDEEMING HUMANITY

If my lived experience has taught me anything, and I pray that it has, when it comes to living a life of purpose, I see myself as someone who strongly believes in doing the thing that is right in front of me. Whenever I speak to young people, I encourage them, “When stuck, take the step that is in front of you.” I tell them, “Don’t worry about that next step. If you take the step that’s right in front of you, the next step will reveal itself!” I believe that living a successful life is akin to walking; we take it one step at a time, and one step at a time is how we accomplish anything in this life, no matter if it’s eating a sandwich or changing the world.

Parable of the Sower is the origin story of both Lauren Olamina and Earthseed, the practical religion that undergirds their postapocalyptic efforts to survive and grow their numbers, because there is safety in numbers. They need to plan, plant, and harvest. They need to protect each other, be in service to one another, teach, learn, and thrive long enough to fulfill their ultimate destiny of sowing their seed among the stars.

Octavia once referred to Parable of the Sower as a cautionary tale. Given when the book was written and first published, I can see why. However, based on current conditions in these United States and the world as we have made it, it seems we missed the boat where any timely cautionary value is concerned. That ship has sadly sailed. Or is it possible that in her infinite wisdom, Octavia was gifting us with more than a page-turner with compelling characters and a hopeful new beginning for humankind? In Earthseed: The Books of the Living, did she in fact leave us with a practical tool that we could use in this hour of need? The key to salvaging what remains of our humanity, those aspects of our selves that are rooted in our divinity? What the answers are, we’ll never know. Although the story is continued in Parable of the Talents, Octavia’s untimely death in 2006 prevented her from completing her plans for the series. If only…

Ultimately, for me, Parable of the Sower is the gateway drug that got me hooked on Octavia Butler’s canon of work. The story of a ragtag band of refugees, led by Lauren Oya Olamina, engaged in a pitched battle for their very survival in an environment hostile to them at every conceivable turn. However, they have each other and they are armed with Earthseed, a collection of simple yet deceptively profound principles. Through Earthseed, they—and in turn we—are offered the benediction of hope. The hope that through the virtue of resilience and principled action, there just might be redemption for our sins against humanity for us all.

—LeVar Burton
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