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Preface April 20, 2009

It is a soggy, rainy night and I am thinking about Hurricane Katrina and how I
first came to the idea of helping people make spiritual connections with nature. The
rain is good because we’ve been dry all winter. The streams and rivers are low and
the ground is as hard as the asphalt that cuts through it in every direction. If we
actually had to farm this suburban soil we’d have to ship in useful Earth from farther
flung locations. But in suburban America, we still mostly don’t concern ourselves
with how our food gets to our plates, nor how our shoes and sweatpants are made.

['ve just read an article that was the cover piece of the New York Times
Magazine on Sunday, April 19t about why humans aren’t inclined to be “green.” A
recent survey indicated that climate change was 20t on the list of the respondents’
most important priorities. The article states that since we’ve had no cataclysmic
events to rally around, we simply haven’t woken up to the need. Haven’t we? Have
we so easily forgotten Hurricanes Katrina and Wilma? Recent torrential flooding in
North Dakota? Heat waves that killed in Europe in 2007? Massive glaciers melting
in Greenland? Ice sheets falling off the Antarctic coast? A brutal war in the Middle
East coincidentally located over the Earth’s largest reservoirs of 0il? I could go on
but realize [ needn’t bother for this audience. What I am trying to say is that Katrina
was my own personal wake up call, and for reasons that will never be illuminated by
the academic lens, [ knew deep in my being that many other people had woken up
with this event too, and that much as we had suspected all along, there is indeed a

spirit in nature that is worthy of our respect, and that our deep disrespect was



beginning to cost us in dramatically painful and unforgettable ways. We all bore the
shame of the devastation and our collective inability to respond quickly enough as
families clung to rooftops and the bodies of lost humans and animals bobbed and
wasted away like driftwood on the boggy lagoon that was newest New Orleans. In
that moment of time and human history, my psyche would not let me turn away and
go back to business as usual. So here I am, here we are, and here is what I have to

say about it. May it serve the positive universe.



Abstract

This paper will examine evidence-based research, literature, theories and
trends in popular thought that either directly address spirit and nature or touch
upon it in meaningful ways. It will begin with a review of relevant evidence-based
research in conservation and environmental psychology, move on to a discussion of
what writers, thinkers, religious leaders and community-based non-denominational
spiritual organizations have had to say on the subject, and conclude with an analysis
of gaps in research and theory that may suggest some ways for this field of thought
to move forward. For while we are beginning to prove that intimate, personal
contact with nature leads to better stewardship, we have only begun to touch upon
the deep and complex relationship between humans and the natural world. If we
are to help people improve this relationship, we must first gain a better

understanding of its true nature.



Introduction

This paper will discuss the current and perhaps understated trend toward a
spiritual environmentalism. My thesis postulates that invoking our spiritual
connection to nature will result in stronger beliefs and more beneficial behaviors
that create the deep shifts necessary to amplify the works of environmental
teachers, activists, scientists and philosophers.

If we are to engage in an intellectual discourse about how humans make
spiritual connections to nature, we must first define spirit, define nature and finally,
outline what it means to make a “spiritual connection with nature.”

Spirit is frequently defined as a super-natural force or being. The root of the
word comes from the ancient Greek spirare, meaning “to breathe” and by no
coincidence is found in the words conspire, respire, inspire, perspire, expire, and
aspire. Humans, like animals, are creatures of the air - our breath is essential to our
life force. We can exist for days without water, longer without food, but only
moments without air. Tracing the etymology of the word “breath” does not reveal
how the action of breathing is tied up so tightly to the concept of a supernatural
being, but here is a quote by Zen Buddhist monk and Nobel Peace Prize nominee,

Thich Nhat Hanh to consider:

“Breathing is a means of awakening and maintaining full
attention in order to look carefully, long, and deeply, see the nature of

all things, and arrive at liberation” (1996, p. 19).



For the purposes of this paper, I believe we can state that spirit, like the air,
lives both within and without us, and that we touch upon it in all things, but also in
non-things, such as when we encounter the membranes that separate ourselves
from everything else. In the gap of space between our nerves called a synapse, the
empty spaces inside every atom, the delicate bronchial passages of the lungs... these
are perhaps some of the places where spirit lives — a non-physical, but nonetheless
extant reality. In the words of David Suzuki “we’re tied together by the matrix of
air,” sharing the same pool of atoms with all the other breathing things. The air we
breathe in this moment is “the same air that Jesus Christ and Joan of Arc once
breathed” (Suzuki, 2003).

Nature includes both the Earth and the cosmos. Environmentalists are
understandably focused on the planet, but in a wider sense, the environment also
includes the air, the atmosphere, other planets, the stars and all the spaces in
between. It's important to draw this distinction now since humans resonate
spiritually with the night sky, the clouds and the sun as much as they do the animals,
trees, water and mountains. When we talk about nature and spirit, it’s good to bear
in mind all the relevant elements and aspects. A wild thunderstorm can say as much
to us as the rolling surf on a sunny beach.

A spiritual connection with nature is a moment when we perceive that
something greater than a physical process or ecological dynamic is at work. In these
moments, we sense that an intelligence is behind the process, the organism, or the
phenomenon - like a thunderstorm perhaps. Sometimes this dynamic occurs within
us as a pleasant feeling, or even as something unpleasant, such as an illness that in
time we may come to understand was triggered by more than an injury or chemical
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imbalance. Or in the subtle communications between a mother and the child
growing within her womb. For the purposes of this paper, a spiritual connection
with nature will be defined as an experience where the human interplay with the
natural world outside ourselves leads to an insight or feeling that shatters our sense of
separation and reveals to us our interconnectedness, interdependence and proper
proportionality within the universe at large. Because these sensations are deeply
personal, highly variable and subjective, they are difficult to quantify, however there
has been some evidence-based research that does just that, and this paper will
explore the results of that research. The research substantiates the idea that a
spiritual approach to environmental change is effective in feeding the movement the
psychic energy that it requires in order to escalate its work. It also reinforces the
concept that individual spiritual development is inextricably connected to an
evolution of human consciousness which some argue to be the most essential
change needed in order for humans to survive the immense challenges that now
face us.

This paper will also examine literature, theories and trends in popular
thought that either directly address spirit and nature or touch upon it in meaningful
ways so that a wide spectrum of experience and relationships can be revealed and
conveyed. Such ideological support reveals the pervasive popularity of a spiritual
approach that nonetheless remains curiously undercover and unspoken. This thesis
asserts that the urgency of the times requires that we drop the conventional
attitudes that make it taboo or politically incorrect to discuss religion and

spirituality when we talk about saving the Earth - and ourselves.



Having established the importance of incorporating a spiritual component
into environmental work, recommended actions for environmentalists will be made.
The resulting “Action Guide for Spiritual Environmentalists” includes an
introduction to integrated environmentalism, based on Integral Theory as developed
by Ken Wilber (Esbjorn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009) as well as a model for
framing environmental messages and actions that incorporate both science and

spirit and cast a positive, uplifting valence over the troubled waters.
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Review of Evidence-Based Research

What does science have to say about spirit and nature? What effect do
personal experiences in the natural world have on our behaviors? Is there a positive
correlation between being in the outdoors and pro-environmental behaviors? Asa

matter of fact, there is.

Conservation Behaviors

The relatively new fields of conservation and environmental psychology are
helping to establish proven causal relationships between beliefs and behaviors.
Through this work, the common wisdom that beliefs lead to values which ultimately
affect behaviors is being given the hard scientific evidence that some require in
order to change entrenched styles of education and other institutional patterns such
as outdated forms of urban development.

A 2005 study on the effects of outdoor education programs for children in
California found a significant .51 percent increase in concern about conservation.
Furthermore, “according to parent reports, students who participated in the
program had significantly larger gains in environmental behaviors (p <.05),
compared to children who did not attend the program. In other words, parents of
children who attended outdoor school observed children engaging in positive
environmental behaviors (e.g., recycling, etc.) at home, whereas a statistically
significant finding was not observed for ratings by parents of children in the control

group” (American Institutes for Research, 2005, pp. 37-40).
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Urban planners recognize the impact that nature has on human behaviors.
The Berkeley Planning Journal (Knecht, 2004) published an article which reviews
much of the theory and research on urban nature and well-being, tracing the
beginnings of such thought in 1865 with Frederick Law Olmstead who is often cited
as one of the first writers to proclaim the restorative effects of nature, and carrying
us forward to the contemporary ecologist, E.O. Wilson, who in 2001 expounded
upon the need for “a sound conservation ethic grounded in the deep psychological
and spiritual needs of human beings” (p. 104). Knecht concludes that providing
both urban green space and wilderness makes “urban life more livable and
environmental protection more instinctual” (p. 104).

Some of this research is able to go further and explicitly draw out predictable
patterns of belief that engender pro-environmental behavior. A 2007 study of 494
Swedish residents showed “that benevolence is related to social-altruistic
awareness-of-consequence beliefs and environmental concerns, whereas
universalism is related to biospheric awareness-of-consequence beliefs and
environmental concern” (Hansla, et al., 2008, p. 6). Simply stated, values such as
being helpful, forgiving, loyal and responsible (“benevolence”) lead to actions that
benefit the local environment, and values such as tolerance, equality, social justice
and peace (“universalism”) lead to actions that benefit the environment on a global
scale.

Nature as Healer

Can the effects of the wilderness be measured and proven to have positive
impacts to human health and well-being? And if so, how can such evidence be used
to further the work of environmentalists? This section explores the physical,
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emotional and spiritually healing effects of nature. Science can now quantifiably

prove the healing effects of nature.

Healing Effects - Physical

Although it may sometimes be dismissed as mystical or unscientific, nature is
a proven healer. Recent research shows again and again that immersion in nature -
even something as subtle as viewing a picture of nature - has measurable
physiological impacts on humans that result in greater well-being.

The field of medical geography has discovered that “specific places
developed and have subsequently sustained a reputation for healing. In particular,
many healing places were located in areas close to springs and other sources of
water, a precious resource for sustaining life and consequentially, central to many
religious and spiritual ceremonies” (Smyth, 2005, p. 489). To personally verify this,
one need only to think of the Ganges in India; Lourdes, France; hot springs in the
United States, or the sacramental use of water in Baptism.

A Japanese study took the ancient concept of “shinrin-yoku,” (forest-air
bathing and walking - wherein the subject “bathes” themselves in the forest air and
elements) and measured “salivary amylase activity,” a measure of stress, and found
that “the forest was a good environment in which people could experience much
less environment-derived stress” (Yamaguchi, et al., 2005, p. 152).

The Center for Health Design at Texas A & M University, headed by Dr. Roger
Ulrich is the leader of evidence-based research in the healing effects of both the
man-made and natural environments. Research Dr. Ulrich published in Science in

1983, View through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery has become the
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seminal work in environmental psychology and is referenced in nearly all
subsequent research. In this experiment, one group of patients was given a room
with a window facing a brick wall, and the other one that looked out on a natural
scene, with results proving that the group with a window to nature had fewer
“negative evaluative comments in nurses’ notes and took fewer potent analgesics”
(p- 420).

Later research by Dr. Ulrich found that stress recovery was “faster and more
complete when research subjects were exposed to natural rather than urban
environments” (Ulrich, et al., 1991, p. 201). Several measures of physiological stress
showed improvement: heart period, muscle tension, skin conductance and blood
pressure - all of which are used as measures of activity in the autonomic nervous
system, the bodily system that registers our involuntary reactions to stress.

The National Wildlife Federation has compiled research showing that breast
cancer patients who spent only half an hour watching birds or strolling in a park
three times a week “had increased attention span and significant gains in quality of
life ratings, compared to patients who did not take these actions” (Baker, 2005, p.
66). The article also mentions other research that found workers with a window
view of nature experienced less stress, and that patients undergoing an
uncomfortable bronchoscopy procedure experienced less pain while viewing a
scene of nature.

Furthermore, such benefits to the individual accumulate related benefits for
the community at large, including the natural environment. At Australia’s Deakin
University, Maller, et al. (2005) compiled a public health research paper concluding
that “nature may provide an effective population-wide strategy in prevention of
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mental ill health, with potential application for sub-populations, communities and
individuals at higher risk of ill health.” They point out that a “triple bottom line”
effect occurs when the natural environment is integrated into public health
strategies, whereby the “approach promotes enhancement of individual and
community health, well-being, and welfare by following a path of economic
development that does not impair the welfare of future generations; provides for
equity between and within generations; and protects biodiversity by maintaining
essential ecological processes and life support systems” (Maller, Townsend, Brown
& St. Leger, 2002, p. 2). Deakin University Australia - Parks Victoria thus concluded
that parks are a “fundamental health resource, particularly in terms of disease
prevention” (p. 2).

Science and psychology continue to explore this area, and some interesting
initial research is showing even deeper connections than we might have thought.
Recent research indicates that exposure to ‘friendly bacteria’ can be linked to
increased levels of serotonin (the human hormone often related to good mood), and
reports of increased quality of life among cancer patients. According to Dr. Chris
Lowry, who conducted the research, the results “leave us wondering if we shouldn’t

all be spending more time playing in the dirt” (Bristol University, 2007, p. 1).

Healing Effects - Emotional

Even more compelling than the research that proves the physiological
benefits of nature, the emerging field of Ecopsychology uses traditional tools for
brain measurement and developmental assessments to show us how deep these

impacts are. This research expands upon the common knowledge that most of us
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experience in our everyday lives by contacting pets and plants, and supports the
trend to aid the elderly and infirm by bringing well-trained dogs and cats into health
care facilities.

Dr. Aaron Katcher of University of Pennsylvania demonstrated that the
“introduction of animals into a school or clinical setting will lead to improved
attention, increased laughter, more speech, improved sociability and decreased
aggression, even among the most withdrawn” among his autistic, elderly and
patients suffering from organic brain disease (White, 2005, p. 58). Classic research
by Roger Ulrich of Texas A&M University is also quoted in this article showing that
among two groups of patients, the one with a view of trees “requires fewer
painkillers, develop fewer complications and will check themselves out of hospitals
more quickly than the group with an urban view.” “And in a long term study that
looked at which pieces of wall-art were being destroyed by psychiatric patients,
researchers found that while patients attacked the abstract art, not once in 15 years
had a patient destroyed a picture of a natural scene” (p. 59). There is a tendency to
take such behaviors and attitudes for granted as natural, predictable reactions,
however, environmentalists might consider building upon these innate tendencies
by consciously incorporating them into our strategies for creating environmental
change. Perhaps by using pictures to motivate pro-environmental behaviors, or
outdoor recreation as a prelude to action.

Central to much of the research revolving around the therapeutic benefits of
nature is the Attention Restoration Therapy (ART) model developed by Steve
Kaplan and Rachel Kaplan of University of Michigan. This model provides a
theoretical framework for research that proves the restorative effects of nature,
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particularly in terms of everyday human fatigue. Researchers in Taiwan used the
ART model to confirm a relationship between “psychological measures of
restoratives and three physiological responses” based on EMG (electromyography -
that measures mental and emotional stress based on facial muscles), EEG
(electroencephalography - to measure alpha brainwave activity) and BVP (blood
volume pulse - a measure of cardiovascular changes such as pulse). Their findings
“support and extend previous findings related to stress recovery and restoration in
natural environments (such as those by Ulrich and others) where the authors have
found faster, more complete and longer lasting improvements in physiological
conditions after viewing natural-restorative environments. More specifically,
measures in autonomic activity (for example, blood pressure) have decreased while
somatic activities have increased.” (Chang, et al.,, 2007, p. 483). The significance of
this research is that we now have measurable proof that nature heals and improves
the human ability to regain focus for important matters such as work, family and
community life. Such insight provides the concrete evidence needed for many
businesses, institutions and organizations to integrate natural elements into work
environments, healing centers, schools and places of worship - to the benefit of all.
In a 2005 study on the effects of “green exercise,” where natural scenes were
projected onto a wall while subjects exercised on a treadmill, significantly greater
self-esteem measures were produced by pleasant rural or urban scenes than by
unpleasant scenes or exercise alone (Pretty, et al., 2005). Furthermore, “all subjects
exposed to pleasant rural scenes experienced a decline in blood pressure, whereas
only 60% of the subjects experienced such declines” when shown “urban pleasant,”
“urban unpleasant” scenes, or no scenes at all. It gives one pause for thought -if our
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self-esteem goes up and we feel valued and accepted by even so much as a picture,
then clearly nature holds great meaning to us.

In contrast to research showing the healing effects of nature, there are
thoughts emerging around “the idea that ecological strain might translate into
psychic distress” (White, 2005, p. 58). Perhaps depression is a “legitimate response
to the loss of places that we need to be joyful” (p. 59). Itis logical that if nature
heals, separation from nature may harm us in ways that we as yet do not fully
comprehend. While disheartening, more research in this area may provide insights
and deeper understanding of this human-nature healing dynamic.

In a 2000 study of the long-term benefits of wilderness outdoor adventure
programs, results showed “a significant and enduring increase in the participant’s
self-efficacy,” defined as the ability to execute control over one’s level of functioning
and the events that affect our lives (Paxton & McAvoy, 2000, p.203). Subjects’
measures of self-efficacy increased during a 21-day wilderness course and
continued to increase for six months after completion of the course, reflecting an
ability to transfer skills learned in the wilderness to some new challenge or

experience in their lives. Some of the testimony from this research is striking:

“I would say definitely it has had a major impact on all aspects of my
life... I've just learned to take everything one step at a time and it is so
much easier to do it that way and it makes you feel so much better. I
tell myself when I face challenges now, I did that, I can do this. I have

learned to trust in myself and my abilities. I know I can do it” (p. 204).

And further:
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“I want to enjoy my time out. [ have already tested my skills and I
know that I can accomplish what [ want to or need to in the
wilderness. What I want to do is understand myself and that can only

come from being in the wilderness” (p. 205).

Such anecdotal evidence is itself enough to justify a spiritual approach to changing
environmental behaviors and recalls the work of some of the great early American
nature writers such as John Muir and Henry David Thoreau, who were early
advocates for the benefits of a wilderness experience. The new field of
Ecopsychology promises to take this work forward by linking the beneficial effects
of nature on the human psyche to beneficial actions on behalf of the environment.
In a study of the psychological benefits of habitat restoration among
volunteers for such projects, Miles, Sullivan and Kuo (2000) found a positive
relationship between restoration activities and “enhanced life functioning.”
Volunteers who participated more often for such projects reported higher ratings
for positive life functioning and lower for negative life functioning than those who
volunteered less often. Volunteers in the study reported qualitative data as well:
“There is an immediate, tactile connection to nature - a hands-on activity that is
gentle and pleasant. It's peaceful, close to nature in an almost intimate relationship.
There is a sense of communion; it is fulfilling and self-transcending” (p. 223). Such
emotional shifts nearly always precede an encounter with our interconnectedness,
whereby we lose our sense of separation, and become immersed in our deep

connection with the Earth and the Cosmos.
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Healing Effects - Spiritual

Restoration ecology research has explored the notion that cultivating
spiritual connections with the land not only heals humans but also “play[s] an
important role in helping the land heal” (Schaefer, 2006, p. 1, emphasis added). The
parallel between our natural ecosystems and healing the body “begins with the
observation that the human body is a system with many parts that all have their
own function or niche, as do species in nature” (p. 1). Schaefer states that this
dynamic “operates at a meta-level where there is a gestalt view of nature that is
difficult to articulate but nonetheless is very powerful in motivating people to take
action (p. 3).” Pointing to “Traditional First Nations” techniques that “include an
element of respect for the land and a spiritual connection with an ecosystem,” (p. 3)
Schaefer clarifies the importance of not only performing the activities of the
restorative work, but placing it in a spiritual context that sparks an awareness of
this gestalt of nature - one that puts us in a mental space of deep connection, where
healing the earth helps us to heal ourselves and vice-versa.

As Schaefer notes, a holistic approach similar to that used in alternative
medicine could be applied to restoration ecology whereby “an integration of mind
and body” aligns with an “integration between human and environmental health” (p.
3). For example, when we begin projects such as habitat restoration and invasive
species removal, we would use not only a materialistic, object-oriented approach
that seeks only to “root out the enemy invasives,” but a spiritual one that conveys
healing energy into the sites targeted for restoration. While conservation biologists
may feel a little unsure about employing this approach, generally the public at large
has already embraced the idea that our thoughts and intentions affect the outcome
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of our work, so we should proceed with confidence by encouraging volunteers to
add their own personal healing elements into the process.

Spiritual experiences abound and in my practicum work, I was able to
explore such stories. Commonly, the experience of an animal approaching someone
in an unexpected and inexplicable way creates an insight that can only be attributed
to a kind of psychic communication between the two. One woman I interviewed
finds herself frequently in the company of crows, whose presence alters her
ordinary, everyday experiences into numinous moments of insight and clarity about
her place in the world. Describing a moment while taking a daily jog at the local
high school track with her husband, a crow lingered and cawed at her as though
keeping her company during her run until her husband finally intervened and told
the bird that she was his mate, at which time the crow flew away. Another time,
while describing her experiences with crows to a friend, a crow appeared just as she
was leaving the place where they had lunch, to wait for her on the roof of the car
parked next to hers, watching her until she drove away (personal communication,
August 2008).

Another interviewee described her first experiences walking a labyrinth,
whereupon her first attempt to walk it, she found it so distracting and
uncomfortable that she stepped out and didn’t finish. However upon returning to
make a second attempt, she described feeling as though she were “walking in a
beam of light” and “as if that wasn’t enough” felt a hand lift her up and jiggle her like
a doll, giving her an internal mental message to relax, lighten up and simply enjoy

life (personal communication, August 2008).
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People often have deeply memorable experiences at the Grand Canyon. A
friend describes a two and half hour nighttime hike down to the bottom of the
canyon where she experienced the profound emptiness and a sense of “the
ancientness” exposing a “whole different character to the canyon” from how it was
in the daytime that “shifted” her. When she arrived at the bottom for a
Thanksgiving meal with friends, she experienced a natural high unlike any other
that she can recall then or since (personal communication, August 2008).

Breast cancer survivor, Sue Conklin reports her experience hearing the voice

of Mother Earth in an suburban park while recovering from breast cancer -

“It was so clear and the voice said ‘What is happening to you is
happening to me and it has to stop - it has to stop now,” with the
emphasis on NOW. And I was sitting on a mossy area in the middle of
some woods - and when I heard the voice - I felt a surge of energy
come up through me. That was in April 1994 and yes - [ was
undergoing BOTH radiation and chemo at the time and still healing
from the second surgery. Slashing, burning, poisoning - all happening
to me AND Mother Earth. In that moment - I felt the connection. I will
never forget that day - it was truly life changing” (personal

communication, March 2009).

Sue changed her life after her recovery, and moved away from a career with
professional automobile racing and refocused her life on conservation efforts with
the National Wildlife Federation, Native wisdom - studying with Eastern Cherokee
Medicine people ].T. and Michael Garrett. She has also explored nature-based

spirituality and hosts an annual “Prayer Vigil for the Earth” on the National Mall,
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working with long time Native American activists Clyde and Vernon Bellecourt and
a diverse set of international spiritual leaders from tribes and cultures around the
world (www.oneprayer.org).

By far, some of the most convincing evidence-based research was conducted
by Fredrickson and Anderson (1999) in which they studied the effects of a deep-
wilderness experience between two groups of women in the Boundary Waters
Canoe Wilderness Area in Minnesota and the Grand Canyon in northern Arizona.
The researchers’ working definition of a spiritual experience was one that “is
typically characterized by a sudden illumination of individual consciousness, where
the experience itself is somewhat fleeting or momentary and lacks specific content,
yet leaves the individual with an overwhelming feeling of having made contact with
a power much greater than the self” (Frederickson & Anderson, 1999, p. 37). Using
thematic coding of words recorded in the personal journals of the women, they were
able draw strong correlations between features of the natural environment and
spiritual aspects of the trip. Scores for the “spiritually inspirational” elements of
natural features ranged from 16 to 18 whereas other elements - such as events,
general perspective, activities, relationships and feelings ranged only from 0-8.
They were also able to signal the importance of a “bona-fide wilderness experience”
stating that “it appeared that it was the biophysical attributes that rendered each
site as spiritually inspirational, and presupposed a more contemplative and self-
reflective interpretation of the trip experience overall. One of the themes that
consistently arose in the individual interviews was the importance of being in a
bona fide wilderness area; in other words, that the trip itself had taken place in a
pristine setting, away from the trappings of modern civilization” (p. 30). Qualitative
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aspects of the research study involving in-depth interviews with the subjects further
revealed that “direct contact with nature inspired many participants to identify that
they very rarely ‘experienced’ the natural world in their every day lives elsewhere,
and yet in doing so, it helped them to ‘get in touch’, as one participant stated, with
more important spiritual matters” (p. 31). Such research provides proof that
ancient practices and rituals such as vision quests are more than residual cultural
artifacts relevant only to times past, but rather, are pertinent, potent methods that
can be employed in modern times to help individuals, groups and communities
more aptly trek the challenges and strains of life in the twenty-first century. It is
exciting evidence that links human spiritual health with nature but leads to more
questions. Why does a “bona-fide wilderness” have this effect on us? What about
the setting is having this impact? What exactly is going on between the human
psyche and the natural world? Ecopsychology is beginning to embrace these
questions and ideas.

Clearly, there is much more to explore, but in some ways we’ve also “proven”
the obvious - that the good feeling we get when we restore ourselves in nature is
more than just a feeling - it is actually good for us! While such research helps to
justify healing gardens in hospitals, better patient care, and more pleasant built
environments and urban spaces, it does not help us to spread the word, gain more
devotees, or help us to teach others about the benefits of nature. Nor does it teach
those of us who already have a basic understanding how we might deepen our
connections with nature. It simply quantifies what we already know. So, what must
we do to move this work forward? We must apply the knowledge. The use of
nature as a balm for ailments is commonly embraced. In a world overloaded with
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human, social and psychological needs - from hungry and neglected street children
in the Philippines to forgotten manic-depressives in New York - reaching out to
nature for healing is not only practical and possible, but it is also free! We might be
able to reach to populations in great need of care while also gaining support for
environmental change. Environmentalists who stand up for the rights of all people
to access the life-spring of health and well-being that nature provides not only

protect the environment, but protect human rights as well.

Trends in Popular Thought Relating Spirit and Nature

One way to spread the message is by getting people to talk about it. Public
discourse allows us to develop a common interpretation of the science and explore
ways to put it to use. And everyone is talking about it. From Nature Deficit Disorder
to green therapy, the practical uses of nature-as-healer are springing up

everywhere. The potential applications are as vast as the human imagination.

Nature Deficit Disorder

Currently we are enjoying a kind of environmentalist heyday, where there is
growing interest in “green” products, preservation and actions to curb global
warming. But much of this thought and action remains somewhat superficial.
Institutions are as entrenched in the old model as before. Fossil fuels are still our
main source of energy even though we know they have created irreversible changes
to climate patterns and cause us to sacrifice mountaintops in Appalachia and our
last remote stretches of wilderness in Alaska. Nonetheless, even these more

populist approaches do in fact include a spiritual component.
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Richard Louv is currently perhaps the best-known advocate for re-
establishing outdoors experiences for children as part of their educational and
general life experience. His main premise is that children have become creatures of
the indoors, with an unhealthy attachment to computers and television and whose
parents who fear nature’s dangers (insect bites, poison ivy and pedophiles). These
habits have created a social pattern that has created a generation or more who have
no understanding, experience, respect or interest in the natural world. Comparing
the lives of these children to the lives of older American generations, whose
playgrounds were largely the local woods and streams, Louv points out what has
been lost and modifies the familiar medical diagnosis of “attention deficit disorder,”
relabeling it as “nature deficit disorder,” suggesting that some of the physical and
mental difficulties of children may indeed be rooted in their separation from the
natural world instead of a chemical or dietary imbalance. His work is compelling,
relates interestingly to the work of Kaplan and Kaplan (whose research focuses on
nature’s ability to improve human attention spans), and has gained respect among
educators, politicians and community organizers. Less known are his thoughts
about the spiritual benefits of an outdoors experience for children. In his book “Last
Child in the Woods” he states “nearly every parent can report some spiritual
moment in their own memory of childhood, often in nature. Or they can relate
experiencing similar moments in their own children’s early years. Yet the spiritual
necessity of nature to the young is a topic that receives little notice. The absence of
research may suggest a certain nervousness. After all, a child’s spiritual experience
in nature - especially in solitude - is beyond adult or institutional control” (Louv, p.
298, 2008). Stressing his point further, and after presenting further anecdotal
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evidence of the ability of nature to move us spiritually, he asserts “most people are
either awakened to or are strengthened in their spiritual journey by experiences in
the natural world” (p. 302). What is striking about his observations is that we fear
the wildness and unrestricted interaction - yet that is the very spiritual food that we
seek. Ecopsychology could have a field day with this - a kind of futile, controlling
psychological complex with Mother Earth that attempts to keep her at a safe
distance, perhaps to more easily exploit her? How much more important it then
becomes to find ways to uphold the sacred and spiritual value of nature, and keep

such warped tendencies at bay.

Sacred Gardens and Therapeutic Horticulture

Another indicator of a cultural evolution that accepts the spiritually,
physically and emotionally healing aspects of nature can to be found in
organizations that create sacred spaces and healing gardens.

The TKF Foundation is an organization in Annapolis, Maryland entirely
dedicated to creating sacred gardens in and around the region. They have
established gardens near churches, prisons, community centers, and abandoned
inner city lots in Baltimore and at hospitals, in an obvious response to Roger Ulrich’s
research. Itis likely that they are among the first of a growing trend toward creating
sacred and healing gardens in urban and suburban areas.

Recent trends in Landscape Architecture are also integrating the healing
aspects of nature into gardens and landscapes. Naomi Sachs, a landscape architect

in New York, has created a Therapeutic Landscapes database
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(www.healinglandscapes.org) that compiles hundreds of articles on the
psychological, emotional and physical aspects of gardens.

A relatively new branch of horticulture known as Horticultural Therapy
specializes in holistic therapies that include working in gardens alongside trained
therapists to achieve specific treatment goals. The American Horticultural Therapy
Association (AHTA), founded in 1973, not only encourages the use of gardens as
healing spaces, but also promotes gardening itself as a therapeutic practice and is
working to define plans for gardens that treat particular ailments, such as “cancer
gardens” that are not only therapeutic, but safe for sensitive patient groups who
may be undergoing radiation and chemotherapy, have special needs for shade and
privacy, sensitivity to smells and immunological concerns. Not only are the
medicinal effects of plants taken into consideration, but according to Sachs, their
simple presence alone is used to convey restorative and healing impacts without
requiring ingesting them via potions, teas or capsules (personal communication,
2009). AHTA is also conducting research exploring the various effects of viewing a
garden, being present in a garden, and best practices for certain populations such as
children, the elderly, cancer patients and those with dementia or compromised
immune systems.

It’s a shame that such simple solutions aren’t already in place in every
doctor’s office, hospital, emergency room and school. It’s as if our attachment to the
need for scientific evidence has prevented us from employing common sense.
Environmentalists are not off the hook either. In our efforts to explain and explore
the fascinating details of nature, we have overlooked her awesome powers.
Exposing people to the great benefits of nature has taken second place to ecological
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cycles and the physiological characteristics of the land, plants and animals. An
evolved environmentalism needs to include actions that enrapture participants in
the beauty of nature - a beauty that is much more than physical, but also humbling

and evocative; recharging us emotionally, spiritually, physically and mentally.

The Role of the Feminine

The Feminine Principle, the Sacred Feminine, the Goddess. Any modern
discussion that touches upon the idea of changing human consciousness would be
remiss if it failed to mention the importance of valuing feminine principles and
energies as a major part of the solution. When we are talking about changing
human consciousness related to the environment, we are talking about recalling the
great generative power and nurturing influence of the Earth. This paper discusses
these concepts in terms of healing, for this is a great female power. Nature itself
assigns this task to us through motherhood and the rearing of children. Perhaps the
tendency to overlook and under-employ the healing power of the Earth is related to
our cultural subjugation of women and over-emphasis on the powers of men. Some
say that bringing these forces back into balance is directly related to bringing
balance and healing back into the environment; that our appreciation of women’s
bodies, cycles and innately gentle and nurturing tendencies will foster the same
respect and appreciation for Mother Earth.

Honoring the Earth as a Spirit that embodies the Greatest Mother we know
can be directly related to gaining environmental change. William Coleman of the
Global Footprint Network, a sustainability organization in California shares this

story.
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“My interest in eco-spirituality and eco-feminism has been a personal
journey connecting all the way back to Master’s work in wilderness
psychology (a combination of transpersonal and social psychology),
alongside of parallel efforts to get new wilderness protections written

into law during the 1970s and ‘80s.

Our group was finally successful in that effort, but only after nearly 10
years of work. I really believe the pivotal moment was an effort (1982
if [ recall) to put together a panel of religious leaders for a public
hearing held in Little Rock, Arkansas in support of what eventually
became the Arkansas Wilderness Act of 1984. For that panel we
recruited men and women from the Methodist, Unitarian,
Episcopalian and Jewish communities to testify on the spiritual
significance of wilderness, and why wilderness protections were in
society’s best long-term interests. That testimony is part of the formal
record from the hearing as part of the USDA Forest Service’s Second
Roadless Area Review and Evaluation (RARE II) hearings for potential
wilderness designations in the Ozark and Ouachita National Forests.
During this panel’s testimony on these very notions you could have
heard a pin drop in the room. The hearing was held in a university
amphitheater filled with maybe 200 people, typically restless after a
day-long set of presentations for and against wilderness protections.
But when these 4 people sat down to speak that afternoon, it was as if
time suddenly stopped running. All eyes were zeroed in on their
hour-long testimony. The messages were the same: in the experience
of wildness, the solitude of nature, comes our opportunity to connect
with the divine. Sure it was the Bible Belt where people are typically
attentive to religious leaders. But everyone in the room, including the
loggers and industrial lobbyists, the foresters as well as the
environmentalists, were rapt and, it seemed to me, won over by the

panel’s reasoning: it would absolutely run against the grain of
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Scripture to argue that Moses and Jesus had been wrong in choosing

the wilderness as settings for their spiritual revelations.

Next day the story was front-page news in the Arkansas Gazette. Not
only did I know then that we had won the day, but I knew that we had
finally won the war. [ knew that new wilderness designations would
make their way into law even in the ultra-conservative South. So it
was a joyful thing to have moved to D.C. by 1984, in time to for Ronald
Reagan to sign the Arkansas bill.

Since then my appreciation for the role of the Feminine in helping
facilitate humanity’s reconnection with Nature has expanded. [ now
get the connection between disempowering women and our ability to
depersonalize relationships with species, habitats and natural
processes. I get the connection between human fear related to the
raw sensuality of the natural world and our own mixed up views
about women’s powerful generative sexuality. These two things are
inseparable in my view. To really solve one of these issues we have to
solve them both at the same time. But...therein lies the hidden

opportunity (personal communication, October 23, 2009)!”

While it may not be appearing in every corner, people are beginning to

understand that environmental and human issues are inextricably interwoven and

that lasting solutions must address both, as an organic whole. As part of the

process, women must learn to embody the Goddess and bring her forth into the

world. In order for us to do this, we need the inspiration, light and fire that art,

literature and philosophy can provide. Fortunately, there is an abundance to choose
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Review of Literature, Philosophical, Theoretical and Religious Thought

Art, philosophy and religion have always had much to say about the beauty
and power of the Earth and all of creation. Given such an historical precedent for a
spiritual view of nature - how much sense does it make for environmentalists to
continue to veil it? There is deep support for work that engages the spiritual
aspects of nature and the best philosophers and practitioners are refocusing their

faith on gratitude, appreciation and reverence for the natural world.

Literature

Natural History literature abounds with examples of the value that the
natural world provides to the human spirit. John Muir’s writings are a rich source
of insights based on his own spiritual experiences in nature. In The Water-Ouzel, he
boldly states that nature is a balm for broken spirits by noting “I have often been
delighted to see a pure, spiritual glow come into the countenances of hard
business-men and old miners, when a song-bird chanced to alight near them (Finch
& Elder, 2002, p. 296).” Henry David Thoreau’s legacy is just as deep. From his

Journals there exists this entry:

“I think that the most important requisite in describing an animal, is to be
sure and give its character and spirit, for in that you have, without error, the
sum and effect of all its parts, known and unknown. You must tell what it is
to man. Surely the most important part of an animal is its anima, its vital
spirit, on which is based its character and all the peculiarities by which it

most concerns us. Yet most scientific books which treat of animals leave this
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out altogether, and what they describe are as if it were phenomena of dead
matter. What is most interesting in a dog, for example, is his attachment to
his master, his intelligence, courage, and the like, and not his anatomical

structure or even many habits which affect us less” (Finch & Elder, 2002, p.

217).

That we still struggle to balance the strictly scientific, analytical view of nature with
its aesthetic importance to the human soul is an indicator of the work as yet to be
done. Thoreau’s plea to speak of the spirit, intelligence and courage of the more-
than-human is as relevant to conservation work of today as it was in 1860, when
this piece was written.

Aldo Leopold wrote of the importance of deepening our conservation efforts
in The Sand County Almanac. “No important change in ethics was ever
accomplished without an internal change in our intellectual emphasis, loyalties,
affections and convictions. The proof that conservation has not yet touched these
foundations of conduct lies in the fact that philosophy and religion have not yet
heard of it. In our attempt to make conservation easy, we have made it trivial”
(Finch & Elder, 2002, p. 387). In these words, Leopold clarifies the importance of
the spiritual approach as one that can change human values and create a basis for
environmental change, moving us away from an overly simplistic problem-solution
framework, to one that challenges us to evolve to a new level of consciousness that
no longer trivializes nature, but honors its irreplaceable value to the human body

and soul.
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Arne Naess, founder of the Deep Ecology movement, spent his lifetime
attempting to bridge the scientific, atomistic worldview with the aesthetic meaning
of nature. Working with George Sessions in 1984, he developed the eight main
tenets of Deep Ecology, the first and most overarching principle being that “the well-
being and flourishing of human and nonhuman life on Earth have value in
themselves (synonyms: inherent worth; intrinsic value; inherent value). These
values are independent of the usefulness of the nonhuman world for human
purposes” (Devall & Sessions, 1985, p. 70). Here we find the deepest kind of support
for a non-materialistic value in nature. However this philosophy may seem to lead
us to a kind of ‘hands-off’ approach, instead of a respectful and appreciative
communion with the aesthetic and spiritual elements of the natural world. In
striving to assert the inherent value of nature, Deep Ecology may place nature out of
the reach of ‘unworthy’ human hands. Nonetheless, the earnest respect that the
Deep Ecology principles endorse reflect the understanding that nature is much more
than a vast complex of raw material resources.

In 1985, working from the inspiration and groundwork of the Deep Ecology
movement and Buddhism, Joanna Macy & John Seed invented “The Council of All
Beings,” a ritual in which each participant becomes the voice of a non-human being,
speaking for them and enacting an experience of “mourning and remembering.”
Participants act out the ecological losses that have affected their species - whether it
involves loss of life, habitat or other concerns. Once the losses have been grieved
and the interconnectedness of all beings “remembered;” some of the participants
are called forth to speak before the Council of All Beings on behalf of humanity.
Rather than condemning the exploitation of nature by humans, the Council speaks to
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the human tribe in order to offer the lessons that each non-human has to share. For
example, the Mountain offers “solidity and deep peace” and the Condor offers its
“keen, far-seeing eye” (Macy, 2009). Such formal, elaborate rituals act as a balm to
weary activists and also act to open the hearts and minds of non-environmentalists
to the possibility of greater advocacy. However, they remain on the outskirts of the
movement, unincorporated into the educational and practical work. Perhaps if we
pause from action long enough to invoke such rituals, we will find new ways of

seeing and doing that will make our efforts more effective.

Native Traditions

Native Ceremonies have long revered the Earth’s spiritual value. There is an
elegant simplicity to many Native American spiritual practices that honor and
cherish nature in its untouched, pristine state. This is appealing to many
environmentalists and nature lovers, so these traditions continue to hold a place of
reverence among many. However, while environmentalists quietly give this outlook
an approving nod, they frequently stop short of including their messages in writing,
speeches and actions.

A friend recently declared a new church to be an eyesore, bemoaning the loss
of more open space in her suburban neighborhood. While she respects her
neighbor’s rights to practice their own beliefs, she wished for a faith that did not
require taking down trees, paving the ground for a parking lot and re-grading the
natural flow of the land so as to maximize drainage for the new building. Such
development wrecks the inspirational value of the natural landscape. In Native

traditions, the land itself and its component objects are the tools of worship. Altars
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and Medicine Wheels built from river stones have been placed throughout the Mid-
Atlantic in areas surrounded by trees, usually in level places where people can easily
congregate to enjoy a cathedral of oaks, sycamores, hemlocks or pines. Whenever
possible, there is usually a creek, stream, river or lake nearby to convey the
reflective and meditative qualities that water provides, as well as fresh drinking
water. And perhaps to add balance by adding the Water element to the Earth, Air
and Fire (Sun) elements already present. A seasoned eye can still spot such places,
and those attuned to the special energies that emanate from Medicine Wheels that
have been installed with sacred intents and in place for thousands of years. In some
cases, there have been no modifications to these places at all by subsequent
landowners and custodians over the passage of time since they are unconsciously
recognized as sacred and whole. In addition to dedicated spiritual places, sacred
pools of water such as hot springs, or stands of trees, open land by rivers and other
natural features of all kinds were intentionally left untouched by Native people as
places to worship the vast beauty and generosity of Earth Mother, with no need for a
human touch. Returning to an approach that reiterates this spiritual value of nature
might well serve modern environmentalists who wish to preserve dwindling urban
green spaces, such as the one in my friend’s neighborhood. Perhaps we do not really
need a building in which to worship the Creator. Re-establishing these places as
inherently sacred and divine instead of labeling them simply “undeveloped” will aid
our efforts.

In the practices of Native Sweat Lodges (or as some prefer, Rainbow Lodges)
and vision quests, the elements of nature provide the environment and the means
for spiritual and bodily purification, prayer and insight. Wood, water, fire, air and

36



Earth are all present in a Rainbow Lodge made of saplings bent into a dome, and
heated rocks sprayed with water to create the steam that clears the mind and body
of impurities, helping to open us to any messages that Spirit has to share. Similarly,
a vision quest provides time alone and away from the human-made world so that
the Questor can hear their own internal voice, the voice of Creation, or still the mind
to experience visions and dreams from the Earth itself that provide direction, insight
and wisdom. Such rituals are as rich as any Mass or sermon, and are open to all,
even the uninitiated and unbaptized.

Environmentalists and even those who don’t label themselves as such often
participate in or emulate these Native traditions in order to broaden and deepen
their appreciation and understanding of nature. While some judge this interest as
superficial “wannabee-ism,” in the words of Pam Montgomery in Plant Spirit Healing
“this is not an appropriation of an indigenous culture’s customs or beliefs but rather
is a natural progression of human evolution to live within a spiritual ecology”
(Montgomery, 2008, p. 73).

In God is Red, noted Native American historian and theologian Vine Deloria,
Jr. points out that “creation is an ecosystem present in a definable place,” (1973, p.
91) not a specific event, as in the Judeo-Christian tradition. The value of this
approach for environmentalists is that it allows us to step away from the concept of
a “lost Eden” that is only to be regained at some future date, and to instead view the
natural world as perfect and holy in its native state, at all times. The expression of
this idea to a broader audience will help create foundations for ecological action.

Celtic spirituality, as a kind of native European tradition, has much to offer to
heal the human-nature split as it is also based in the natural world. It shares the
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concept of a “universal mind” that acknowledges a spirit in all things as does Native
American tradition. In building their sacred places over sources of water such as
springs and wells and orienting doors to the East to take in the morning sun, Celtic
spirituality was intentionally linked to the natural elements of water, fire, light and
the directions. Contrasting even more deeply with modern modalities that focus on
the economic value of land, property, territory and maps, the people of “the Celtic
world were not necessarily interested in getting from point A to point B! Their
meaning as a people was held more in the cyclic nature of the ongoing story than in
the clear cut boundaries of time and space” (D’Arcy, 1991, p. 31). A spirituality that
emphasizes the rhythms of the days and seasons holds great potential to reconnect
us more deeply with the Earth. In connecting us to the “ongoing story” we are
reminded of our connection the past as well as the future, sustainability principles,
and the Native American concept of considering the needs of the Seventh

Generation.

Non-Denominational & Grassroots Eco-Spirituality

These aforementioned spiritualities feed and enrich informal grassroots
rituals and help to personalize the ways that people make spiritual connections to
nature. In the United States, the Creation Spirituality movement, begun by Matthew
Fox in the 1970s has close to 400 members today and extends to a total of fourteen
communities including those in Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom. These
communities sponsor online discussion forums, annual conferences, informal
gatherings and produce newsletters and journals that keep members creatively

engaged and feed the movement from the bottom up.
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Also in the United Kingdom, at a community-supported farm in
Gloucestershire a kind of “Earth healing” is practiced by Laurence Dungworth who
“enables a healing process to occur in individuals with special needs” (ECOS, 2005,
p. 68). Helping them to “experience the rhythm of the seasons, traditional festivals,
and harvest for example, has enabled many of these young people in Camphill
communities to come to terms with themselves, their fellow human beings and the
world around them“(p. 68). Furthermore, Dungworth reports that “this healing
often leads to a complete transformation of the individual” wherein “they gain a new
and more balanced relationship with their environment” (p. 68). This is indeed a
good way to work with upcoming generations - to teach them the value of the
environment as a tool to help them to cope with modern stresses. This feeds back

into Richard Louv’s work and simply makes good sense.

Ecopsychology

This is an emerging field that blends wilderness experience and shamanic
traditions with western-style psychoanalytical practices in the tradition of Freud
and Jung and attempts to create a new model for healing that honors the best of all
traditions. Whereas “modern psychotherapy is almost universally practiced during
a fifty-minute hour in an office, in a building, in a city or suburb... that must usually
be reached by driving a car along a congested freeway through a threatening city”
(Roszak, Gomes & Kanner, 1995, p. 183), practitioners of this field engage healing by
letting the wilderness do most of the work. According to Steven Harper, a
California-based wilderness leader, psychologist, artist and former Outward Bound

leader, “it was perhaps necessary to leave much of our instinctual selves behind as
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we evolved, yet we did not need to deaden ourselves in giving up our instinctual self.
It is crucial that we reclaim our wildness, because this is where vitality lives” (p.
195). Ecopsychology suggests that modern, “tamed” forms of “acting out” are
perhaps linked to our confined existence. By linking us to our wild selves,
wilderness therapy may hold new remedies for human maladies.

Ecopsychology also contains within it the potential to balance out some of
the “whiteness” of the environmentalist movement as described by noted
environmental justice advocate, and past president of Earth Island Institute, Carl
Anthony. “The mythology of pure whiteness is destructive. We have to find a way
to build a multicultural self that is in harmony with the ecological self. We need to
embrace human diversity in the way we deal with each other - as opposed to the
notion that white people are mainstream and everybody else is “other.” An
ecopsychology that has no place for people of color, that doesn’t deliberately set out
to correct the distortions of racism, is an oxymoron” (p. 277). Part and parcel of this
effort is the need to spare urban green spaces from overdevelopment, and to
establish urban habitats, walkable communities and expand public transportation.
Anthony has dedicated much of his life work to these very issues. In latching
environmental issues into the complex web of human issues, Ecopsychology helps to
link environmentalism - an issue traditionally seen as a white, middle-class issue -
to issues of poverty, social justice and living in peaceful community with others. It

will be exciting to see how this field evolves in the coming years.

40



Con-Bio Convertees
There is increasing interest in the spiritual implications of ecological wisdom among
traditional, scientifically-based ecologists and conservation biologists such as Daniel
Botkin and Gary Nabhan. This interest further supports the idea of the readiness of
the general public, and even scientists to a spiritual approach.

In his 2001 book on Thoreau, “No Man’s Garden,” Daniel Botkin recalls the
Transcendentalist movement and seems to predict that a second wave of
metaphysical ecology is appropriate for our times. Quoting Emerson, Botkin
reiterates the importance of strengthening the relationship between people and
nature - “nature is the opposite of the soul, answering it part for part. One is seal
and one is print. Its beauty is the beauty of his own mind. Its laws are the laws of
his own mind and the ancient precept ‘Know thyself,” and the modern precept ‘Study
nature,” become at last one maxim” (p. 70). Ultimately, Botkin concludes that we can
step away from our technologically obsessed culture to “a new aesthetics, an
understanding of the value to people of the intangible qualities of nature and, as
Thoreau’s experiences suggest, even a sense of fun. With this perspective, we may
be able to see civilization and nature as interconnected systems that are both of
value” (p. 243). It would indeed be a breakthrough to “naturize civilization” in this
way rather than to continue to “civilize nature” as we have been, with rather tragic
results to date.

Gary Nabhan dexterously relates the inner and outer realities of human
existence not as a duality, but a dynamic in his “Cultures of Habitat” (1997, p. 11).
He states, “it would be more fitting to imagine each human corpus as a diverse
wildlife habitat than to persist in the illusion of the individual self’ (p. 12). While at
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the same time denouncing a repetitive and jaded spiritual view of nature’s “mystical
oneness,” he whips up even more mystical intrigue by pointing out that each species
has a story to tell that can inform and educate the mere, tiny human. It’s interesting
to note how his observation of the “illusion of the individual self” parallels so easily
with the Buddhist notion of the “emptiness of inherent existence” and the
inescapable interdependence of all beings. Both of which are much akin to the
Native American concept of the web of life. Perhaps it is destiny that some of the
greatest ecological minds have found their way back to these deeply spiritual truths.

David Suzuki, a well-known geneticist and science journalist based out of
Canada has also recently embraced the importance of a spiritual approach to
environmental problems and began a series called “Sacred Balance” in which he
explores the “interconnectedness of all things” through a series of educational
television programs, webcasts, daily spiritual exercises and web-based forums.
Suggesting a simple daily practice, he quotes Brian Swimme (a mathematical
cosmologist who also takes a spiritual view of nature and has collaborated with
Matthew Fox): "one way to think about the sun, every time you see it at dawn, is to
think of it as an act of cosmic generosity" (Sacred Balance website, 2009).

Even our brightest, most well-trained scientific minds have become
proponents of embracing the reality of a spiritual value in nature as one that holds
great potential to move our cause forward. It is now time to put the parlance in our

educational, political and social movements for change.
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Christianity

Christian traditions have spawned their own ecology-based thinkers such as
Thomas Berry and Matthew Fox, who are very worthy of mentioning here and will
be discussed below. But an even more common, grassroots trend has begun which
is referred to as Creation Care - caring for God’s creation as good caretakers, who
show gratitude, appreciation, respect and restraint towards environmental
resources. For example, a Creation Care Study Program sponsored by several
independent Christian colleges provides a year abroad for students to work on
ecological restoration projects. Within the Mennonite Church, the Creation Care
Network is involved in everything from planting gardens near churches to provide
“soul-healing” and add life to their places of worship, to sponsoring “Buy Nothing for
Christmas” campaigns. There is even an Evangelical Environmentalist Network that

produces a “Creation Care” magazine premised on the following line of reasoning:

“When we explore what the Bible says about creation, we interpret
each text in light of our relationship to Christ and his relationship to
all of creation. If the Bible teaches us that Christ has created the
universe, gives it life and sustains it, and has reconciled everything to
God, then our actions should participate in Christ's creating,
sustaining, and reconciling work. We certainly shouldn't be doing
things that thwart this work!” (Evangelical Environmental Network,

2009).

There are similar efforts too numerous to mention here, but it is clear that the life
work of Thomas Berry is coming to fruition. Writing since the late 1970’s on the

philosophical, historical and cultural importance of the natural world to human
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well-being, his opening work “New Story” laid much of the ground work for the
Creation Care movement we are experiencing today as well as clarifying the
importance of a spiritual connection with nature that remains lost more than 20

years later:

“Children who begin their Earth studies or life studies do not
experience any numinous aspect of these subjects. The excitement of
existence is diminished. If this fascination, this entrancement, with
life is not evoked, the children will not have the psychic energies
needed to sustain the sorrows inherent in the human condition. They
might never discover their true place in the vast world of time and
space. Teaching children about the natural world should be treated as
one of the most important events of their lives. The secular school as
presently constituted cannot provide the mystique that should be
associated with the story. Nor can the religious-oriented school that
has only superficially adopted this new story of the universe evoke

this experience in the child” (1988, pp. 130-131).

[ would argue that this experience/disconnect is as relevant to adults as to children
and that as environmentalists, part of our job includes re-engaging all people with
the “numinous aspect” of nature.

Similarly, former Dominican priest Matthew Fox has sparked a Creation
Spirituality movement. His work begins with traditional Catholic theology and
enlarges to include a Mother God, and re-frames the mythology of original sin into
an “original blessing” that attempts to shift us out of a spirituality of crime-and-
punishment into a spirituality that views life as a blessing - greatly facilitating an
openness to appreciation of the natural world. In The Hidden Spirituality of Men, he
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further urges men to embrace nature-based archetypes such as the Green Man, an
ancient pagan symbol. He describes the Green Man as an embodiment of feminine
wisdom/goddess energy in men “holding sway over mere knowledge” (2008, p.19)
and as a “spiritual warrior” that will “defend and protect the Earth and her creatures
for the sake of future generations” (p. 31). Such archetypes can be useful symbols
for sustainable living that honors the Earth and all life upon it. Itis perhaps more
effective than Saints whose claims to fame are battles (St. George) and intellectual
discourses (St. Augustine). The symbology of Green Man speaks more directly to the
issues of our time.

Noted environmental philosopher, Max Oelschlaeger, recognizing the
importance of spirituality to the environmentalist movement, wrote “Caring for
Creation” in 1994 in which he reviews much of the thought to date on spirit and
nature. Describing a “continuum of ecotheologies,” he traces how the natural world
underpins much theological thought in nearly all spiritual traditions - whether
tribal, Wiccan or Christian (pp. 118-183). Quoting the work of Francis Schaeffer in
Pollution and the Death of Man (1970), he describes the story of original sin as the
foundational allegory that separated humans from nature and that “substantial
healing can be a reality here and now” by healing the “fissure between man and
nature.” Oelschlaeger’s assessment is that Schaeffer’s thesis is the earliest and
strongest defense against Lynn White’s 1967 essay and devastating condemnation
of Christianity’s ecological legacy, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”

In his review of the creation stories of various traditions, he describes the
work of liberal Protestant Rosemary Ruether whom he describes as a
“postpatriarchal Christian feminist who offers alternatives ... and attempts to
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integrate feminist theory and ecological insight in a way that amends the biblical
tradition” (p. 159). Recalling a truth that reverberates in the words of the deepest
spiritual leaders and traditions, Ruether urges recognition of a “thou-ness” in all
beings and a “life energy” that belies a consciousness as deep and numinous as any
human’s. This reintegration of spirit and matter, according to Ruether, will create a
“God/ess” that represents the coming evolution of humans and human spirituality -
where we are fundamentally healers, liberators and nurturers instead of
dominators, exploiters and destroyers. In other circles, this is called Sophia,
Shekinah, Divine Wisdom, the Divine Feminine or the Feminine Principle. Whatever
we choose to call it, now is the time to bring it on. Like Environmental Justice, this
blending of women's issues and environmental ones under a larger umbrella offers
a new outlook that harkens to the idea of an evolution of human consciousness - a
fundamental shift in our perceptions that links the well-being of humans to the well-
being of the environment. Such shifts are not achieved by politics, science or
collective action, but rather through spiritual expressions - and occur mainly at the

personal level.

Judaism

Michael Lerner, a rabbi and deep thinker, holding double-doctorates in both
philosophy and psychology has developed the concept of a “Unity of All Being” in
which the universe and all it contains compose a transcendent consciousness of
which all are a part, including humans. This is similar to the Native American
concept of the web of life in which humans are but a part of the consciousness of

creation, and similar also to the Buddhist concept of dependent-origination and
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emptiness. In Buddhist thought, since “there are no phenomena that are not
dependent-arising, there are no phenomena that are not empty of inherent
existence” (His Holiness the Dalai Lama quoting Nagarjuna, 2006, p.60). In this
philosophy, we all exist in relation to each other and we are in fact nothing at all
(empty) unless we can be observed in relation to something else within creation.
By contextualizing modern spirituality within this larger consciousness - the
“Unity of All Being,” humans are no longer independent objects with control over
themselves and the world, but are subject to and actors upon the totality of all
existence. Lerner eloquently draws out the implications of this philosophy in 300
pages of Spirit Matters, but the end result is that for our own well-being, we must
consider the whole and the impact of singular actions upon the well-being of the
whole (2000, pp. 33-37). Lerner distinguishes how this philosophy differs from
conventional western spiritual traditions by pointing out “Spirit has been identified
only with the realm of transcendence, as a powerful being that exists outside our
bodies and beyond the Earth. The result has been patriarchal spiritual traditions
that denigrate the Earth, the feminine, the body, and nature” (p. 36). Summarizing
the current multiplex of environmental and human crises, he affirms, “building a
social world based on the denial of Spirit can cause tremendous pain” (p. 37).
Lerner contends that a spiritual approach will become core to solving
environmental problems since current political and social activist strategies are
failing to gain sufficient momentum. He states that such a climate has forced a
situation whereby “environmental visionaries transform themselves into lobbyists
fighting for narrow victories that cannot possibly save the planet from ecological
destruction because they’ve given up their dreams and despair of ever obtaining
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support from the majority of people” (pp. 156-157). No doubt many activists have
felt this psychic tear many times over when forced to prioritize multiple
environmental issues — whether to save a woodland from another highway or to
lose suburban green space for the sake of the practical smart-growth approach to
urban development. Lerner predicts, “in the course of the next fifty years, more and
more environmentalists will come to understand that Spirit Matters. They will
make the spiritual transformation of our consciousness the linchpin of their strategy
to save the environment” (p. 157). [ wholeheartedly agree.

Not surprisingly, this approach is already manifesting. In a lecture to a group
of activists and religious that I attended at a church in Columbia, Maryland in July
2009, noted environmental philosopher, Dr. Mark Sagoff asserted that in order for
the environmentalist argument to move forward, nature must begin to be espoused
for its intrinsic aesthetic and spiritual qualities, much like fine art. Quoting from an

article in Philosophy and Public Policy Quarterly he states,

"Environmentalists generally regard intrinsic properties of nature as
sources of reverence and obligation. Society has a duty to preserve the
wonders of nature for what they are in themselves, that is, for the
properties through which they appeal to moral intuitions and
aesthetic judgments. Biodiversity—the variety of living things—
provides the standard illustration of the glories of nature that move us
to feelings of curiosity and respect. As the philosopher Ronald
Dworkin points out, many of us believe that we have an obligation to
protect species that goes beyond our own wellbeing; we ‘think we
should admire and protect them because they are important in

themselves, and not just if or because we or others want to enjoy
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them” (Sagoff, 2007, p. 2).

If Lerner, Sagoff, Oelschlager and others have already stated the case for us,
why should we continue to hold back? If one needs further evidence of the
inseparable linkage between spirit and nature, then the ancient, nature-based

philosophy of Taoism provides fruitful ground.

Taoism

In using nature as a model of human experience, Taoist thought often
becomes a helpful touchstone for an environmentalism that wishes to include the
sacred aspects of the natural world in the conversation. Taoism, like Buddhism,
recognizes an interdependence in nature and advocates that humans accept and
emulate this natural dynamic. To work in opposition to this principle would be
foolish. Taoism encourages individualized attention to the natural world as a source
of guidance for the human in both practical and spiritual matters. Indeed, this may
make it the singular most ecologically based spirituality of all. In a gracefully
reflexive twist of integrity, Taoism, while advocating flexibility in all acts as modeled
by nature, also includes as a main tenet “the Tao” - the concept that all paths are
sacred, and that all objects in nature have a spiritual right and obligation to find and
follow that path.

Many would now agree that working in opposition to natural forces has
made fools of us. In considering how spiritual outlooks have contributed to the
crisis, we can consider aspects of the Christian religion, such as the Puritan ethic of

demonizing nature as aptly described in Sagoff’s “The Economy of the Earth” (1988,
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pp. 124-145). Or in Lynn White’s classic essay, “The Historical Roots of Our
Ecological Crisis,” in which White traces how Christian thought, beginning with the
story of Adam, has created an ethical foundation for human dominion over the
natural world. This is not to say that all modern Christian thought advocates
disrespect for nature. In the words of Catholic monk Thomas Merton, “faith enables
us to come to terms with our animal nature and to accept the task of trying to
govern it according to the Divine will, that is, according to love” (1961, p.138).

In point of fact, Taoism originated in the midst of one of the world’s oldest
ecological crises, during the Han dynasty (2 C.E.) in China, when a growing
population and poorly drained cultivation systems created floods and droughts. A
massive campaign to develop agriculture ensued and coincided with the
development of Taoist texts emphasizing nature, cosmology and conservation.
These very texts became the foundational sources of Taoist wisdom (Girardot,
Miller & Xiaogan, 2001, p. 163). Perhaps the time is ripe for a modern version of
Earth-centered spiritualities and philosophies to help us face the immense
ecological crises of global warming and climate change, not so unlike those in
ancient China, where overpopulation and hunger were the epic crises of the day.

Many spiritual traditions are deeply rooted in creation and nature but over
time have been changed into religious institutions that set up rules and rituals
divorced from the Source. As this paper reveals, current trends are pointing the
faithful back to Life and Nature as the purest expressions of the Sacred. Thank God!
As environmentalists who treasure nature’s inherent worth, we can share these

sacred moments with people of all spiritual traditions, and should pause more often
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to do so. Prayer can change the world as much as any protest, political maneuver or

legal proceeding.
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An Action Guide for Spiritual Environmentalists

The ties between spirit and nature are numerous and profound. But what do
we do with this information? How can we apply it in practical, meaningful ways?
What do we do now? How can we incorporate a spiritual approach into
environmental messages and actions? The movement has good solutions and good
science but we're still missing much in the way of a spirit of cooperation,
commitment and collective action. Can we blend science and spirit in a way that
creates a self-feeding nutrient cycle, mimicking the processes we observe in nature?
Can we reframe messages in ways to prove that common solutions can solve both
human and environmental issues? The following guide will attempt to provide a
few means of practicing “spiritual environmentalism.” While by no means
comprehensive, it attempts to present the most powerful approaches known to this
writer.

Actions that invoke spiritual connections to nature can be as simple or
complex as you want them to be. Anything from simply breathing to the formal
“AQAL” techniques of Integral Theory are all valid. But perhaps simplicity is best.
Some call it Ceremony, some Ritual and others call it Prayer - but getting stated is all
we really need to do. As environmentalists, we need a practice that will sustain us
and help us gather up the energy we need to do the work we are called to do. Such
practices also help to keep us in balance and nourish our resilience when times are
tough and the battles challenge us beyond our human limits. We can also help
others whom we solicit for environmental action by assisting them in making

personal, unshakeable connections with nature. This will cultivate a deep
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understanding and appreciation for the work, and buffers the effects of personal
sacrifice and delayed gratification that are an everyday life experience for
environmentalists. When we engage in acts that nourish spirit - both for ourselves
and others - our work will be made easier because we will not have to persuade
others of the importance of the issues or the gravity of the situation - for they will
already know. In many ways, we cannot afford to skip this important step.

Simply reaching up to the sun to thank it for another day’s work and to
receive the energy and warmth it unfailingly sends us is an effective practice.
Connecting to the Earth and feeling the powerful energy that flows into us, then
reaching back with gratitude and appreciation is just as effective. Some practice the
two together, thus making a complete prayer, balancing the masculine energy of the
Sun and the feminine energy of the Earth. However, the best practice is one that
feels comfortable and natural. In the words of educator and environmental
psychologist Dr. Stuart Miller, following our inner voice and intuition is the surest
path to “Earth Intimacy.”

For those who may feel a bit hesitant or too inexperienced to take a leading
role in such rituals, prayers or ceremonies, the best course is to begin a personal
practice. While at first it may seem uncomfortable, odd or ineffective, over time an
ease and assurance will develop and you will learn to articulate practices and
prayers that work in the ways that are needed. Thus begins an internal process, that
once strengthened, can be more easily shared with others.

This action guide will start with personal practices then discuss ceremonies
that can be shared, or used to precede actions on behalf of the environment. Finally,
modalities for leading others in spiritual-environmentalist practices will be shared,
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along with suggestions for messaging that includes a spiritual component. An
annotated bibliography of reading materials to explore this subject further is

provided as an appendix.

Personal Practices

Wong How Man, a noted Chinese conservationist says, “you have to be
willing to be lost.” There is perhaps no more apt a description of one’s personal
spiritual practices. The willingness to be still, to allow anything to come into one’s
mind is so out of step with our routinized, scheduled and goal-oriented culture that
it is often an amazingly difficult state of mind to achieve. The very abundance of
self-help books, tapes, websites and gurus speaks to our struggle to find spirit in a
materialistic world. The recent news of the death and injury of several attendees of
a sweat lodge conducted by motivational guru James Arthur Ray speaks to the
desperation of individuals to make contact with the numinous aspect of existence
(http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/oct/18/third-sweat-lodge-death).
Instead of listening to their body’s warning signs, and even perhaps common sense,
these people took a chance with their lives in hopes of experiencing the Sacred. This
belies a sense of desperation and gnawing hunger for a spirituality that touches us
deeply and personally, helping us to find our place in the Universe. Itis a terrible
tragedy that such losses occur when with a just little gentle guidance, people could
find their way back to the Garden in simple and safe ways. Who better perhaps than
environmentalists to lead others to this infinite and abundant source? It is also very

fitting that when we ask others to give of themselves by making sacrifices and taking
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action, that we provide something in exchange - a source of comfort, peace and
connection.

Experiences need not be extreme in order to bring us face to face with Spirit.
Simply sitting in a favorite spot in nature and writing in a journal can transport us to
our higher nature, our deeply spiritual selves. It is foolish to dismiss such practices
as unimportant, however, they are typically the first acts sacrificed in order to divert
energies to lobbying, phone-banking, letter writing and petition signing. But before
we can guide others to this experience, we must gain some familiarity with it for
ourselves. We need not be masters, but we will be better teachers if we first spend

time in the laboratory.

Earth Intimacy

Earth intimacy refers to the personal, internal process that occurs as one sits
quietly in nature and experiences all that surrounds them. This intimacy can occur
in a place of incredible beauty, or an ordinary place, or even a place that has been
destroyed. What makes the experience intimate is that the person finds that their
own feelings, thoughts and experiences parallel to that of their environment. If
there is a sense of power and beauty, it is recognized as an inherent quality of the
tree, canyon, insect or flower. If there is pain, then one is awakened to the similar
suffering of the desecrated woodland, polluted stream or injured animal. In these
moments, we lose our sense of separation, and understand that we are on equal
footing with all life on the planet, and that for any of us to survive, we must learn to

care for “all our relations,” not just ourselves.
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Lifelong educator and environmental psychologist, Stuart Miller, has
witnessed the profound effects of intimate moments in nature over the course of
more than fifteen years as a professor at Towson University in Baltimore, Maryland.

In describing the relevance of a spiritual environmentalism, Miller states:

“Sustainable change in the way people relate to the natural world
(outer change) may necessitate an evolution of consciousness (inner
change: a personal transformation that includes an alteration in
worldview, a redefinition of self, and a shift in values. We have found
that the sacred act of spending intimate moments with the Earth,
sharing these personal stories of nature transcendence, learning to
interpret their meaning, and receiving cultural support for this
spiritual mode of relating to the Earth provides the healing
framework, intuitive knowledge, poetic inspiration, and psychic
energy needed to create and maintain meaningful change” (Miller,

2009).

As a result of his observations, he has constructed a theory he calls “Earth
Intimacy,” whereby practitioners go through an internal process that brings them
into deep, personal contact with the divinity in nature. Starting with the senses, one
is attracted and experiences a connection with the “rhythms, patterns and processes
of nature.” Next there is an experience of “intimate oneness.” At this point, one
typically begins to think about ways of “cherishing and protecting the Earth.” On a
feeling level, subjects find themselves in a “serene, blissful, Earth-Whole state,” often

with a sense of “loving harmony, well-being and complete fulfillment” (Miller, 2009).
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Powerful stuff - accessed as easily as sitting near a tree, in the woods, or on a
beach. Miller’s research contains countless entries from the journals of his students,
revealing that these simple actions spark personal change and commitment to
environmental protection. As environmentalists, we can share this theory of Earth
Intimacy with others, encourage them to experience it for themselves, and provide
the “cultural support” that Miller speaks of by hosting discussion groups, and simply
a listening ear when someone shares their intimate Earth experience. We must
celebrate these moments with each other. We must take the time to cherish these
experiences for the work that they achieve. We can popularize Earth Intimacy as a
means of expanding the depth and the breadth of support for the environment. We
can also soothe the tendency towards burnout in others and ourselves. The next
time we encounter a discouraged, frustrated or angry soldier in the battle, we can
remind them that it’s time for a little “Earth Intimacy.”

Dr. Miller and I have begun Earth Intimacy programs with the Maryland
Chapter of the Sierra Club, which currently includes an Earth Spirituality discussion
group. We hope one day be able to create a nation-wide Earth Intimacy program.
Currently, Dr. Miller is writing a book compiling the journals of his students along
with the observations he has made over the course of his career that together
support his theory of Earth Intimacy. His efforts provide important groundwork

and direction for the work that will follow.

Meditation
Stillness is the source of serenity. Serenity feeds inspired, creative actions,

and allows us to return to familiar situations feeling refreshed - with a new outlook
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or a novel approach to solving a problem. The qualities that meditation generates
help us to stand calmly and confidently in who we are, so that we can do our best
work. And when we are able to stand calmly and confidently in who we are, deeply
rooted in our connection to the Earth, we are a force to be reckoned with.

There are countless books and teachings on the value of meditation, and it’s
typically one of those things that we all know we should be doing more of. The
value of meditation is mentioned here because it can feed a moment of Earth
Intimacy, or be used to give us the internal stamina, clarity and commitment for
anything that we are working on. While some struggle to quiet the mind, others
may slip easily into a meditative state. If you are fortunate enough to be one of the
latter, your task is to schedule at least a weekly session for meditation. This can be
outdoors in a favorite and familiar spot. New and exciting places may be too
distracting for stilling the mind, though very tempting! Some find walking
meditation to be helpful but the same rules apply. This is not physical exercise or
green therapy; this is time for quieting the mind, to feel the Earth underfoot and to
focus on breathing. Remember that the benefit of emptying the mind is that it
enables us to return to our life with calmness, clarity, and space for new ideas. With
such benefits, how can we afford not to apply this technique to our work on behalf of
the environment?

If meditation is a challenge, then an Earth Intimacy approach may be used.
Sit on, near, or in a tree. Reflect on your life, and the life of the tree. Sit on the beach
and let the rhythmic flow of the waves take your mind out to the horizon where
there is nothing but perhaps the setting sun. Experience the sensual beauty and
pleasure of the moment, and let your heart be grateful to the Earth for the gift of life
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- for food, air and water. Let your thoughts flow from this place of gratitude and
appreciation and after ten or fifteen minutes, or longer, make some notes in your

journal about what you have seen, felt, heard, smelled, touched and tasted.

Journaling

Sitting alone in nature and writing in a journal is a great way to develop a
spiritual connection to it. Reading passages from natural history writers prior to
journaling can also produce great results. For some, simply spending quiet time
reflecting by a favorite natural element such as water or trees is sufficient
inspiration. Some find it helpful to begin by focusing on sensory experience, and the
beauty of their surroundings. A friend who conducts “Sacred Gardening” workshops
asks participants to have “Lunch with a Tree.” During this time, they attempt to
connect with the tree on any level that they can, ev