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“Brilliant, visionary, and essential, this is one of the wisest and most important Buddhist-inspired books of our era. Joanna Macy is a master, and her powerful, heart-centered work is a blessing, showing us how to transform ourselves and the world.”

—Jack Kornfield, author of A Path With Heart




“With this modernized offer of World as Lover, World as Self, Joanna Macy unveils an ancient set of roots for our work to transform the future. As we learn to wield the weapons of compassion and insight to fulfill our destiny, Macy weaves the spirit work of Buddhism into our community and activism work, helping us grasp where we are in the Great Turning.”

—adrienne maree brown, author of Emergent Strategy




“As a son of West African soils, I know how to recognize an elder’s voice. Let me tell you: an elder’s voice cracks with a humble vitality more compelling than truth, more urgent than caution, more liberating than prediction. Joanna Macy writes with that familiar lilt of prophecy—the stern kind of speaking that kindles spaces for new kinds of movements, comings and goings previously thought impossible. The kind of writing that softly bewilders, emancipating us from our significatory prisons and their exhausting anxieties. From within the spinning gyres of civilizational impasses, in a pandemic-inflected time when the world seems to be kicking back against the presumptuousness of human centrality, when everything seems to be collapsing, Joanna Macy sings a song to urge us not to run away, not to shrink away from these material irruptions, but to open our hearts and anchor our bodies to a world so sensuously alive that it could only be described as a lover. May we never outgrow our elders.”

—Bayo Akomolafe, PhD, author of These Wilds Beyond our Fences 




“I think this book will need to be reissued every few years, as long as there are still people on the planet trying to figure out how to make it all somehow come out okay. It’s as powerful as it ever was—maybe more so.”

—Bill McKibben, cofounder of 350.org




“World as Lover, World as Self is essential reading. The new, thoroughly reimagined thirtieth anniversary edition, however, takes essential to another level. This new edition weaves together Macy’s decades-old wisdom with fresh insights that speak directly to our troubled times. As Macy astutely notes, we have “entered the bardo” a space between worlds where the line between the Great Unraveling and the Great Turning is razor-thin. What better guide could we have in this moment than Macy herself, who draws deeply from the three wells of engaged Buddhism, deep ecology, and systems theory to bring us clear-eyed visions of how to build a sustainable society? Offering both insights for scholars and guidelines for activists, Macy teaches us to ground in gratitude, acknowledge pain, see with new eyes and commit to doing the transformative work to which each of us is distinctly called.”

—Rebecca Kneale Gould, environmental studies, Middlebury College




“Thirty years after its original publication, the wisdom in these pages remains timeless and universal while the message has become even more pressing. As we face increasing catastrophes due to the climate crisis, Joanna’s teachings become even more critical. We need this book now more than ever.”

—Kazu Haga, author of Healing Resistance




“Thank you! It’s such a blessing to have Joanna’s timeless handbook for the Buddhist social activist available in an updated form. Here she coaches us in the broad view of interdependence, the skillful actions for right now, and the visionary future of compassionate engagement for the suffering planet.”

—Acharya Judith Simmer-Brown, Naropa University, and author of Dakini’s Warm Breath




“What a treasure to have Joanna Macy’s clear and compassionate thinking between the covers of a book. She is no armchair traveler in the realms of Buddhist philosophy and social commitment. These pages are worldly wise with experience, and earth wise with care. What a brilliant teacher this is, and what a wonderful pleasure the learning.”

—Susan Griffin, author of Women and Nature




“Joanna Macy’s life radiates out to touch and enliven every cell within our larger, spherical Body. By giving herself with such abandon to the very presence of the present moment, Joanna’s tears and her joy—like those of any genuine bodhisattva—reverberate backward and forward through time to nourish all moments within the broad life of the breathing Earth.”

—David Abram, author of The Spell of the Sensuous




“World as Lover, World as Self is a lamentation, a praise song, and a map. Whoever dares, as Joanna Macy does, to love so deeply must be a descendent of the Mother of All Buddhas. In these darkest times, this book is an inextinguishable light.”

—Deena Metzger, author of Writing for Your Life
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I should not like to have the bodhisattva think this kind of work hard to achieve and hard to plan out. If he did, there are beings beyond calculation, and he will not be able to benefit them. Let him on the contrary consider the work easy and pleasant, thinking they were all his mother and father and children, for this is the way to benefit all beings whose number is beyond calculation.

—The Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines






A Note on Usage

This book includes many traditional Buddhist terms. For the most part, these terms are used in Pali, the language in which the earliest Buddhist scriptures were recorded. However, for the following terms and proper names, the Sanskrit equivalents are used, as these are already familiar to many Western readers: atman, bodhisattva, chakra, dharma, karma, nirvana, prajña, Sariputra, Siddhartha Gautama, and sutra. Most foreign terms are italicized the first time they appear in the text. Diacritical marks have been omitted. Textual references appear at the end of the book.




Foreword

Thich Nhat Hanh, 1991

Life exists only in the present moment. Everything is in this moment—the past, the present, the future, and all beings in all places. When we throw a banana peel or a rose into the garbage, we know that it will decompose quickly and fertilize our garden. We also know that plastic bags and plastic diapers take much longer to break down, perhaps four hundred years. And we know that nuclear waste will take the longest time, a quarter of a million years.

In these pages, Joanna Macy shares her lucid understanding through a clear expression of these teachings of the Buddha. “This is, because that is.” This is not, because that is not.” This is like this, because that is like that.” Everything exists within this present moment, and all things are interconnected. The poet Walt Whitman said, “I am large, I contain multitudes.”

In the Avatamsaka Sutra, the Buddha tells us of the bodhisattva who is patted on the head simultaneously by all buddhas, bodhisattvas, and other beings. When we accomplish something crucial for our time, the entire universe congratulates and caresses us. In sharing her insights concerning today’s perils and the important role each of us has both in creating these perils and in overcoming them, Joanna Macy speaks the truth with the roar of a lioness, and all beings throughout the universe are patting her head and caressing her in gratitude and appreciation.

I am honored to be able to introduce this important book. If we read Joanna’s words attentively and put her proposals into practice, we may still have a chance to show our Mother Earth our love for her. Love requires understanding, and World as Lover, World as Self helps us understand how we can heal this interconnected, interpenetrating universe.

If we take the hand of a child and look at the small flowers that grow among the grasses, if we sit with him or her and breathe deeply and smile, listening to the birds and also to the sounds of the other children playing together, we will see that that message is exactly the same as the message of this book, and we will know that our future depends on both. Looking deeply into the present moment, we know what to do and what not to do to save our precious planet, and each other. This is real peace education. The deepest teachings of the Buddha are explained here. Let us join the buddhas and bodhisattvas in congratulating Joanna Macy by enjoying this book and by practicing the fruits of her insights.




Foreword

Stephanie Kaza, 2007

On Labor Day weekend 2006, a small band of concerned citizens took a long walk together to raise issues of climate change. They started in Robert Frost’s birth place in Vermont and walked for five days with Bill McKibben to Burlington City Hall. Along the way they talked about the world they want for their children. Each day more people joined the group until a thousand people were gathered at Battery Park. One by one, the political candidates of both parties for all the major offices came up to the stage and signed our climate pledge.

All of us in that crowd knew the world was in unprecedented danger from global warming. Yet here we were, turning our despair into hope, our paralysis into action. As we engaged the impossible koan of climate change, we were planting seeds of faith and courage for the long haul. We were responding to the call to act on behalf of the larger whole, the miracle that is this earth, our home. We were taking up the activist’s journey, each step moved by urgency but also fierce love.

In this revision of Joanna Macy’s long-beloved volume, World as Lover, World as Self, we have some companion wisdom for the long journey. Joanna’s teachings over the past thirty years have been foundational for many activists and citizens anxious about the deteriorating state of the planet. Year after year, the concerns have mounted—from pesticides to groundwater pollution, from factory farms to rainforest destruction. At times and in places, it has seemed the earth could not withstand the degree of assault inflicted upon it by its human inhabitants. Joanna Macy has offered visionary yet pragmatic leadership in facing the emotional pain of this assault. Her workshops around the world have galvanized thousands of people to take action. Using the powerful frameworks of systems analysis and ecopsychology, Joanna provides tools that are effective in even the most daunting situations.

But more than tools, these chapters are filled with gifts of the heart and mind. Joanna presents a way to be with seemingly impossible challenges, drawing on ancient teachings of the Buddha as well as modern views of eco-social systems. Here we find the core thinking of her doctoral research, more relevant than ever to environmental work today. She urges us to “come home again” to the world as both self and lover, to feel the way we are actually all connected—not in some fuzzy, mystical trance state but in the very real material exchanges of air, water, flesh, and heat. Macy invites us to experience the ecological self, each of us an expression of much larger self-organizing patterns.

As the decades have advanced, and environmental threats have multiplied rapidly, some people shrug their shoulders and give up, convinced they cannot stop the bulldozer of “progress.” Joanna Macy takes the long view, investing in what she calls the Great Turning. Gazing into the future, she sees the shift to a life-sustaining society already taking place, being called forth by ordinary citizens. For her, the great work of this time is a fabulous adventure, risky on every front but completely worth the effort. In these pages you can almost hear her spunky laughter ring out. How could we not join her on this great journey toward sanity and health?

It can be all too tempting to fall into the trap of feeling sorry for ourselves. How did we ever get into this overwhelmingly complex fix? Joanna wastes no time in blame or anger, but takes the path of gratitude and grace. For her it is a grand privilege to be alive at this time, working together for this beautiful earth that has given us life. I see her now with that bright look in her eyes, gazing into the distance, hearing the prophecy of the Shambhala warrior. For Joanna this is no dream; it is a potent human reality, limited only by our own small imaginations. This vision of a sustainable future will require, as she says, a “burning patience” and a willingness to be completely present to the larger whole.

It is a personal honor to introduce this edition of Joanna’s work. For me, like many others, Joanna has been an inspiration, a guide, and a friend along the way. Her wisdom and rich imagination have brought life-giving energy to concerned citizens around the world. We are fortunate indeed to have such an articulate and impassioned teacher in these demanding times. It is my abiding hope that we can continue to keep each other company as each of us takes up the next piece of the “work that reconnects.”





Foreword

Reverend Joan Jiko Halifax, 2021

Joanna Macy begins the prologue of this compelling book with these provocative words: “We are in a space without a map.” Our certainty has been challenged and has collapsed into a heap. Our social systems are under fire, as they burn our world. Our very climate is threatened and threatening. We are in a time of great churn, and Joanna proposes—radically and bravely—that this time can be a time of great turning—turning toward the possible, turning toward awakening, turning toward reality, as it is.

Joanna’s prophetic voice, informed by science and Buddhism, has been heard through these past decades as an awakening bell for thousands of people across the planet. She was born just before the Wall Street crash of September 1929 and lived through the Great Depression that sent much of the world into a time of grinding privation, a time that both nourished the roots of her dedication to face the truth of suffering and generated her commitment to the great task of ending suffering in ourselves and in our world.

Joanna is known to many as a dedicated climate activist, a caring Buddhist, a scholar of general systems theory, a deep ecologist, and a poet and lover. Yet, these designations barely begin to describe her. When you meet Joanna, you realize you are meeting a force of nature, a person of extraordinary compassion, a person who holds nothing back, whose “strong back, soft front” make her a tuning fork for the ages.

I met Joanna forty years ago and have followed her work of personal and global transformation with respect and awe. I realized on first encountering her that this was a person whose capacity to become the world and to see the outcomes of cause and effect, to sense into the suffering of others—including animal species and forests and our very atmosphere—was preternatural. Her ability to embody the experience of other beings and awaken that capacity in others can set a person’s teeth on edge as they feel defenses dropping away, the weight of pretenses shrinking, and the space of courage and love opening, like ice heaving and thawing, or the wild flap of raven’s wings at the end of winter. 

At the beginning of her book, Joanna speaks unsparingly of the first Noble Truth of Suffering. She reminds us of the grief we are experiencing at this time from the depletion of life-giving topsoil to the terrifying toxicity caused by nuclear disasters, big and small. She calls out the Sixth Extinction that we are all facing at this time, as species after species vanishes into the maw of history. She urges us not to turn away from the truth of suffering, but rather to feel it, to bear witness to it, to be one with it. She calls us out of our houses, out of the safety of our minds, out of the crevasses of fear that we have shrunk into, and into the threatening and beautiful expansiveness that unfolds when we feel the pain of other beings and feel the sickness of our earth and her species and feel the possibility of healing for all.

Joanna herself has known the despair of which she speaks.  Her urgings do not shame, but they awaken and heal those who heed her and heed themselves, as they discover the wounds of aversion, neglect, and greed that have powered the destruction of our earth. 

Joanna’s insight into causality and interdependent co-arising challenges Western notions of the self. “Is there a separate self?” she asks. She is emphatic that there is no separate self: self and other are one. From this radical perspective, Joanna concludes that feelings of sorrow, loss, despair, anger, and anguish reflect our true humanity and do not deprive us of who we really are, which is not separate from all beings and things. Rather these feelings liberate us into the great circle of life. From this arises an ethos of compassionate action and the realization of deep mutuality as we meet the world as self, the world as lover.

Joanna’s book is brave, disturbing, and hopeful, a sacred text for the generations. I am grateful that her life has been long and generative. She has given of herself, decade after decade, in a way that has been a living example of the very ethos she calls for, an ethos of non-separation, an ethos of deep responsibility, an ethos of love and compassion. 

Joanna calls us to go forth into this wounded world as peaceful warriors in order to transform the suffering of our living planet. She also calls us to “not know,” something that is difficult for those of us who rely on certainty. As she reminds us: “Not knowing rivets our attention on what is happening right now.  This present moment is the only time we can act, and the only time, after all, we can wake up.” She calls us into action now, into awakening now!




Prologue

Entering the Bardo 

We are in a space without a map. With the likelihood of economic collapse and climate catastrophe looming, it feels like we are on shifting ground, where old habits and old scenarios no longer apply. In Tibetan Buddhism, such a space or gap between known worlds is called a bardo. It is frightening. It is also a place of potential transformation.

As you enter the bardo, there facing you is the Buddha Akshobhya. His element is water. He is holding a mirror, for his gift is mirror wisdom, reflecting everything just as it is. And the teaching of Akshobhya’s mirror is this: Do not look away. Do not avert your gaze. Do not turn aside. This teaching calls for radical attention and total acceptance.

For the last forty years, I’ve been growing a form of experiential group work called the Work That Reconnects. It is a framework for personal and social change in the face of overwhelming crises—a way of transforming despair and apathy into collaborative action. Like the mirror wisdom of Akshobhya, the Work That Reconnects helps people tell the truth about what they see and feel is happening to our world. It also helps them find the motivation, tools, and resources for taking part in our collective self-healing.

When we come together for this work, at the outset we discern three stories or versions of reality that are shaping our world so that we can see them more clearly and choose which one we want to get behind. The first narrative we identify is “Business as Usual,” by which we mean the growth economy or global corporate capitalism. We hear this marching order from virtually every voice in government, publicly traded corporations, the military, and corporate-controlled media.

The second is called the “Great Unraveling,” the ongoing collapse of life forms and human structures. This is what happens when ecological, biological, and social systems are commodified by an industrial growth society or “business as usual.” I like the term unraveling, because systems don’t just fall over dead; they fray, at first slowly, then progressively lose their coherence, integrity, and memory.

The third story is the central adventure of our time: the transition to a life-sustaining society. This transition, which is well underway when we know where to look, is comparable in scope and magnitude to the Agricultural Revolution some ten thousand years ago and to the Industrial Revolution a few centuries back. Contemporary social thinkers have various names for it, such as the “ecological revolution” or “sustainability revolution;” in the Work That Reconnects we call it the Great Turning.

Simply put, our aim with this process of naming and deep recognition of what is happening to our world is to survive the first two stories and to keep bringing more and more people and resources into the third story. Through this work, we can choose what we want to put our lives behind—business as usual, the unraveling of living systems, or the creation of a life-sustaining society.

Over the last couple of years, a number of us have recognized that, given the pace of the Great Unraveling, we are heading toward economic and, indeed, civilizational collapse. Our thinking has been aided by the Deep Adaptation work of Jem Bendell, which seeks to prepare for—and live with—societal breakdown. I’d also like to acknowledge the earlier contributions in French-speaking Europe of Pablo Servigne and Raphaël Stevens, whose prescient work focuses on collapse and transition and is only just now coming out in English.

Since the present world economy has been unable to cut greenhouse gas emissions by even the slightest fraction of a degree, it now seems obvious that we cannot avoid climate catastrophe. Many of us had assumed that the Great Turning could forestall such disintegration, but now we have come to recognize the Great Turning as a process and a commitment to help us survive the breakdown of the industrial growth economy. The motivation and skills we gain by engaging in the Work That Reconnects provide the guidance, solidarity, and trust needed to make our way through this inevitable breakdown.

There are many dimensions to this work that address current psychological and spiritual issues, and I have found a significant relevance in Buddhist thought and systems science. I now think of the Great Turning as somewhat like bodhicitta, the intention to serve the welfare of all beings. This is the mind state of the bodhisattva—the being who, in their great compassion, delays nirvana in order to address the world’s suffering. I remember my Tibetan teachers telling me that bodhicitta is like a flame in the heart, and often I can feel it there.

It seems pretty clear now who is holding up Akshobhya’s mirror—it is COVID-19. The coronavirus has come upon us fast. We knew nothing of it just a short while ago. First it made us pause so we could take in what the mirror is reflecting. We’ve been so busy and distracted in our different versions of the rat race that we haven’t been able to pay attention to our actual situation. We had to cease our rushing about in order to see who, what, and where we are.

COVID-19 reminds us that apocalypse, in its ancient meaning, connotes “revelation” or “unveiling.” And what has it unveiled? A pandemic so contagious that it immediately revealed our failed health care system and our utter interdependence. We suddenly needed to prioritize the collective nature of our well-being. As Malcolm X put it, “When we change the ‘I’ for the ‘We,’ even Illness becomes Wellness.”

The patterns of contagion then cast a spotlight on what we most need to see: nursing homes, where seniors are concentrated; the meatpacking industry, so dangerous to the crowded workers, so cruel to the animals, so costly to the climate; prisons, where millions are locked away, now becoming petri dishes of contamination; the fault lines of racial inequality in our society, now laid bare in the pandemic’s disproportionate impacts on Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities. In the United States, sixty percent of those infected are African Americans, thanks to preexisting conditions fostered by inequities in health care and environmental racism.

On top of that, the killing of George Floyd has not only revealed the racism and brutality of our police culture but also aroused unparalleled protests, sweeping the country and calling for the defunding and even abolition of police departments and unions.

Globally, as well as in the United States, many of us are discovering a new solidarity in our determination to move beyond the crippling racism we’ve inherited. In this uprising, I am inspired by the courage, creativity, and perseverance of those engaging in public demonstrations, who are influencing many civil servants to take action—members of city councils, agencies, and even police departments. It is no wonder that the bardo represents a place where the unknown, even the inconceivable, can happen and where we who enter are profoundly changed.

When we dare to face the cruel social and ecological realities we have been accustomed to, courage is born, and powers within us are liberated to reimagine and even, perhaps one day, rebuild a world.

Do not look away. Do not avert your gaze. Do not turn aside.






Part One

Finding Our Bearings
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World as Lover, World as Self 




There is a Secret One inside us,

the planets in all the galaxies

pass through his hands like beads.

—Kabir



Life on our planet is in trouble. It is hard to go anywhere without being confronted by the wounding of our world, the tearing of the very fabric of life. We are assaulted by news of wildfires and hurricanes, fleeing refugees, another police murder, the climate in chaos. Our planet is sending us signals of distress that are now so continual they seem almost normal. Reports proliferate about the erosion of forests and cropland, polluted air and toxic waters, the loss of half the world’s biodiversity. These are stern warning signals that we live in a world that can end, at least as a home for conscious life. This is not to say that it will end, but it can end. That very possibility changes everything for us.

There have been small groups throughout history that have proclaimed the end of the world, such as at the beginning of the first millennium CE and again during the Black Plague in Europe. These expectations arose within the context of religious faith, of a belief in a just but angry God ready to punish his wayward children. But now the prospect of collapse is spelled out in sober scientific data, not religious belief, and it is entirely devoid of transcendent meaning. I stress the unprecedented nature of our situation, because I want to inspire respect and compassion for what we are experiencing.

Internal and external forces are at work, urging us to look away from the reality of what is happening. It is easy to let ourselves get engulfed by digital distractions and mind-numbing techno-games. The use of antidepressants, substance abuse, and suicide rates, especially among young people, are dramatically on the rise. The World Health Organization reports that anxiety and depression have reached epidemic proportions due to economic and health stressors. Many of us seem to be doing everything we can to shut out awareness of the world’s real plight.

To others of us, the distress of people and planet brings a near-desperate sense of urgency to do something. But the many programs, strategies, and causes that vie for our attention also bring a sense of overwhelm. It is hard to know which of the countless separate issues we should address first, and our confusion makes it hard to see their linkages and common roots.

In the face of what is happening, how do we avoid feeling overwhelmed and just giving up? Instead of turning to the diversions and demands of our consumer society, how can we stay awake to what’s really going on?

Our responses to the state of things are conditioned by our felt relationship to the world, and this is seldom conscious; it is shaped by powerful archetypes. As we recognize these archetypes, we can be both liberated and emboldened to do what must be done.

Here are four such archetypes that have come down to us through the ages. They are not specific to any culture or tradition. You can find all of them in all the major religions. These are: world as battlefield, world as trap, world as lover, and world as self.

World as Battlefield

Many people view the world as battleground where good and evil are pitted against each other and forces of light struggle against the forces of darkness. This way of seeing, reinforced by centuries of living with war, can be traced back to the ancient Zoroastrians and Manichaeans. It can be persuasive, especially when we feel threatened. Such a view is very good for arousing courage, summoning up the blood, using the fiery energies of anger and militancy.

It is very good, too, for lending a sense of certainty. Whatever the score may be at the moment or whatever the tactics we’re employing, there is the reassuring sense that we are fighting God’s battle—and that ultimately we will win. William Irwin Thompson has called this kind of certainty, and the self-righteousness that goes with it, the “apartheid of good.”

It is a powerful force in many areas of our world today, from the Middle East to relations with Russia, and it has taken hold in the United States in community-police relations, for example, or in the War on Terror, with one president’s proclamation that “you’re either with us or against us.” When some assert an “axis of evil,” the whole world becomes a battleground. In response, US military expenditures soar, accounting for half of the world’s total spending on arms.

It’s not just politicians who fall prey to the battlefield frame of mind. To be constantly fighting “bad guys,” be they corporations or riot police, can bring citizens and grassroots activists to the point of exhaustion and hopelessness. A do-or-die militancy, combined with self-righteousness, is a recipe for burnout or, at the very least, a loss of resilience and creativity.

There are those who tell us we can join a divinely ordained battle, leading to Armageddon and the Second Coming of Christ. In this version of Christian thought, nuclear war may be the catalyst for the millennial denouement, bringing rewards to the elect who will inherit the earth, and the bomb itself can appear as an instrument of God’s will. This interpretation of biblical texts has become a force in American politics, from foreign to environmental policy.

A more innocuous version of the battlefield image of the world is the one I learned from my grandparents. It is the world as a classroom or a kind of moral gymnasium, where you are put through tests to prove your mettle and shape you up, so that you can graduate to other arenas and rewards. Whether imagined as a school or battlefield, the world is a proving ground, with little worth other than that. Our immortal souls are being tested here. They count, and the world doesn’t. Indeed, in today’s battles for dominance
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