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The Joy of Bees

his bees had vanished. He opened the hives and they 
were simply gone. It wasn’t like they were lying dead 
around the entrance, they’d just disappeared, leaving 
behind eggs, larva, and brood. It was eerie. By the end 
of winter he’d lost 2,000 hives without explanation. 
Soon beekeepers all over the U.S. who checked on their 
hives in late fall and winter were reporting nobody 
home. No one knew where they went. The epidemic 
is so widespread it received a name: Colony Collapse 
Disorder (CCD).
 Here in Rochester at the Farmer’s Market I met 
Marvin Schul, a quiet man in a faded seed cap and plaid 
shirt, who sells honey. His table was lined with plastic 

honeybears and glass jars full of a light golden honey. 
“Sweet clover honey is the best; light, flavorful, I love it,” 
he said. I learned that out of the ten hives he owns, he’d 
lost nine to CCD. But he’s hopeful; this summer that 
one hive has produced more honey than he’d thought 
possible. He smiled and shook his head. He’s waiting 
for fall to see what happens. No one knows if the 
collapse will continue. Meantime, many keepers have 
gone bankrupt and are leaving the business.
 No one knows exactly what’s caused this bee 
pandemic. It could be stress, an unknown virus, 
pesticides, or a combination of many things. The bees 
they do find and dissect from infected hives are full 
of mites and sick with every infection known to bee-
dom. It’s as if their immune system is utterly collapsed 
and they have a kind of bee AIDS. The phenomenon 
is so odd and so disturbing that Ian Lipkin, an 
epidemiologist from Columbia University, the 
researcher who discovered West Nile Virus, has logged 
into the race with other researchers to find the cause. 
 We do know that without bees to pollinate crops 
like apples, pumpkins and blueberries, there would be 
little or no harvest. It is estimated that one out of every 
three bites of food we take is because bees exist. Years 

ago, Albert Einstein made an interesting statement 
when speaking of the complex interrelatedness of 
all things on earth: “If the bee disappeared off the 
surface of the globe, then man would only have four 
years left to live.” We can hope Einstein is wrong, but 
some scientists call bees the canary in the mine shaft. 
Miners used to take a canary deep into mines, and if it 
suddenly died because of an undetectable toxic gas, it 
was the signal to get out fast. In the case of the death of 
bees it may indicate an earth problem (too big for me 
to comprehend) we’ve contributed to—from the way 
we Weed ‘n Feed our lawns to drinking bottled water 
by the boatload and adding billions of plastic bottles 

to the environment. 
(Scientists have found 
that plastics increase 
levels of estrogen-
like chemicals in the 
environment which is 
thought to interfere 
with the reproduction of 

insects and animals and is possibly linked to early onset 
of puberty in young girls.)
 Natural pollinators or wild bees have been in trouble 
for a while now. They play a specific role in the survival 
of thousands of species of plants. Since the 1990’s 
researchers have noted 90% of this native population 

“If the bee disappeared off the surface 

            of the globe, then man would only have 

       four years left to live.” — AlBert einstein

has disappeared. This merely adds another layer to the 
mysterious fading of other life forms—coral reefs, kelp 
forests, amphibians, wild flowers, sawfish.

save The Bees!
I heard someone say that people involved in mercy 
ministries are annoying. He said it fondly with no 
disrespect—just an observation that wherever there is 
trouble there are single-hearted people trying to help. 
Hang around them for too long and they will convince 
you to fight Aids in Africa, save the wild salmon in 
the Columbia River, and stop drinking bottled water. 
Hearing about one more trouble can make me feel 
hopeless.
 I’ve thought a good deal about what it means to care 
for creation. How do we not give up when all around 
us there is misuse and destruction? And, c’mon, what 
difference will it make if, to store half a cut lemon, I 
turn it upside down on a little plate instead of grabbing 
a plastic baggie and adding to the land fill?
 There is a Psalm that fiercely attacks my sense of 
despair over the groaning of creation.

You answer us with awesome deeds of righteousness, O God our 
Savior, the hope of all the ends of the earth and of the farthest 
seas. (Psalm 65:5) 

 Wherever the dead zones in the sea exist—did you 
know that where the Mississippi River enters the Gulf 
of Mexico nothing lives anymore in an area as large as 
the state of New Jersey?—wherever bees die and flowers 
disappear God is there. I love the phrase, O God, our 
Savior, the hope of all the ends of the earth and of the 
farthest seas. We know that one day there will be no 
more suffering for human kind, but we also know God 
is Savior of all creation, and it will one day be restored 
to its glorious original state. As Julian of Norwich put 
it: “All will be well and all manner of things will be well” 
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susceptible to disease. both honey 

bees and their keepers were increas-

ingly scarce. interestingly, Kremen’s 

team showed organic farms, because 

they kept portions of native habi-

tat and did not use pesticides to kill 

insects, were sufficiently pollinated by 

native bees. 

 Cox-foster et al (2007) analyzed 

hives infected by CCD and found a 

virus—israeli acute paralysis—in the 

vast majority, but they also found sev-

eral other parasites and diseases. When 

they irradiated infected hives and rein-

troduced disease-free bees, the hives 

prospered. the study points to disease 

as the cause of CCD, but it leaves ques-

tions unanswered. future studies need 

to focus on how the disease arrived to 

the us, why honey bees seem defense-

less against it, as well as agricultural 

practices that rely more on native bees 

for pollination services.
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 “ecosystem services” is the phrase ecolo-

gists and economists use to describe human 

dependence on natural systems. fresh drinking 

water, fertile topsoil, crop pollination, climate 

regulation, fisheries—ecosystems provide many 

commodities our societies rely on every day. but 

there’s a catch: they are not free. Clear cut for-

estry, overfishing, fossil fuel combustion, pollution 

all eat away at the ability of natural ecosystems to 

provide such services. this has recently become 

clear with the mass die-offs of honey bees used 

to pollinate crops. Or has it?

 four years before the discovery of CCD, Kre-

men et al (2002) described a precarious situation 

with beekeeping in the us: since 1950 it declined 

by 50%. beekeeping was not as profitable as it 

used to be and the colonies were more and more 
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