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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

In Search of Grace

Peter Reason tackles huge themes with clarity and intelligence. Through his own private pilgrimage he asks, how a modern citizen can live on good terms with the rest of nature’s glorious republic? And what can we do to honour the four-billion-year-old miracle that has given us all the gift of life? This is an important and challenging work.

Mark Cocker, author of Crow Country and Claxton: Field Notes from a Small Planet

Peter Reason puts to sea in a purposeful wandering. This man in a boat is on an ecological pilgrimage and apart from having the skills and temperament to avoid capsize and deadly rocks, to weather storms and just not drown in a wild ocean that has us landlubbers shaking in our boots, there is work to do. How do you explore a deeper connection with the wild, the more-than-human world? How can a spiritual response to Nature support the pragmatic prevention of those destructive impulses that are causing such a dreadful state of affairs in the natural world? How do you articulate an experience of those unexpected and spontaneous sacred moments? This account from the liminal edge between these notions goes much further than anyone contemplating a sightseeing voyage would dare.

Paul Evans, author of Field Notes From The Edge: Journeys Through Britain’s Secret Wilderness

In an age of ecological crisis, perhaps humanity itself needs a pilgrimage. Perhaps we need to seek out the truth of who we are and what we have done, and leave a space for some kind of transformative grace to enter. Peter Reason’s journey may show some of us the way. His book is both brave and necessary.

Paul Kingsnorth, author of The Wake and Beast

In his years at the University of Bath, Peter Reason rose to prominence as a brave pioneer of Action Research—a participative approach to scholarly and whole-life inquiry that refuted narrow reductionism. Now, in this meditatively written and richly interwoven account, he takes his inquiry further. Sailing his boat around the seas of Celtic lands, he gleans insights into these our troubled times, as glimpsed through the cracks of a deeper grace belonging to this planet Earth.

Professor Alastair McIntosh, author of Soil and Soul and Poacher’s Pilgrimage: An Island Journey

How do we create a new healing relationship between the human and the more-than-human world and discover a new sense of what it means to be a responsible species? These are urgent questions for us all, if we going to learn how to change from destroying the planet to restoring it. Peter Reason is a poetic story-teller, a courageous pilgrim, a questioning philosopher and an explorer of the emergent, who beautifully and generously shares his ‘moments of grace’ at home and at sea.

Professor Peter Hawkins, author of Leadership Team Coaching
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Moments of Grace

To recover from ecological disaster, we humans must transform our sense of who we are, so we experience ourselves as part of, rather than apart from, the community of life on Earth.

Moments of grace occur when a crack opens in our taken-for-granted world, and for a tiny moment we experience a different world that is nevertheless the same world. It is a world that is not fixed in form, but forever changing: no longer divided into separate things, but one dancing whole.

Pilgrimage

A pilgrimage is a journey of moral or spiritual significance, undertaken in response to deep questions and a yearning for answers from a realm beyond the everyday. A religious pilgrimage can be described as a search for a holy realm and a direct encounter with that which is sacred. An ecological pilgrimage can be seen as a search for an experience of deep participation with the Earth and her creatures.
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Chapter One

The Questions


It’s all a question of story. We are in trouble just now because we do not have a good story. We are between stories. The old story, the account of how the world came to be and how we fit into it, is no longer effective. Yet we have not learned the new story… A radical reassessment of the human situation is needed…

Thomas Berry

The Dream of the Earth



Early one winter morning I pulled up the blinds and looked out into the dark. Our house stands high on the hills on the south side of Bath with a panoramic view over the city. From the top floor window I traced the streetlights that spread across the floor of the valley and meandered westward toward Bristol, where they cast an orange glow into the sky. Beyond, on the farther side of the River Severn, another patch of lights—probably the little town Chepstow—shimmered delicately through the dark.

I stood for a few moments gazing at the lights, remembering how our visitors the previous evening had been drawn to the window and looked out at the lights with wonder. “What a fantastic view!” they said. “It’s like coming to land in an aeroplane.” And it is a spectacular scene: the orange sodium lights follow the lines of the streets, interspersed with bright security lights, occasional intense blue from advertising signs and the flashing lights of pedestrian crossings.

A recent news report came into my mind: photographs of Earth at night taken by a NASA satellite showed something similar but on a grander scale: the blue night-time glow of the atmosphere studded with artificial light. Bright clusters covered much of North America, Europe, and Japan as well as big chunks of India and China. The more isolated cities such as Johannesburg, Rio, Sydney, Lagos stood out from darker patches. The whole of the Nile valley and delta was picked out in a ribbon of light, as was the Indus snaking up through Pakistan. I found it an astounding image: the reflection of a marvellous human accomplishment, in equal parts beautiful and terrible.1

When I pull up the blind and see the city lights, when I look at these satellite pictures, I do marvel; yet also have a sinking feeling in my stomach, a rising sense of panic and helplessness. For what I see is the accumulated fossil energy store of the planet leaking into the atmosphere, as if Earth is suffering an internal bleeding. When I link what I see to what I know about carbon emissions and climate change, I wonder to myself, “What are we doing to our planet?”

After I had stood at the window for a few moments I turned away and put on the kettle to make tea. Everyday normalness took over and I got on with my day.

Our house is one of seven that make up a small Georgian crescent on the southern hills above Bath. Now surrounded by 1930s suburbia, when built in the 1790s it was a little way out of the city, designed to be self-sufficient: a shared driveway leading to a courtyard with coach houses that now serve as garages; underground cisterns to collect rainwater; a communal ‘pleasure garden’ overlooking the City; and a row of seven stone-walled vegetable gardens reaching westward from the end of the crescent itself. We are fortunate to own two of these; one was attached to the house when we bought it, in which my wife Elizabeth has created a flower garden.

The adjoining garden we bought more recently; it had been a flourishing vegetable plot, then was neglected for seven years. We worked hard to clear the overgrown brambles and old man’s beard, dig up the self-seeded ash and buddleia trees, and take piles of disintegrating building materials to the recycling centre. We planted fruit trees surrounded by flowering meadow grass. All the trees needed winter pruning. It was easy to give the new ones a light trim. But there were three old Bramley’s Seedling cookers that needed serious attention: they had a lot of dead wood and a tangle of overlapping branches, although the biggest problem was that they had been smothered by the overgrowth and in their struggle toward the light had become misshapen.

I had been working on them whenever the winter weather permitted, taking the pruning slowly, learning as I went along. That afternoon I took along my pruning saw and loppers to finish the job. After several hours’ work the trees were more nearly the recommended wineglass shape, compact, open in the middle ‘so you could throw your hat through’ as the old saying goes.

All this work set me thinking again about the relationship between humans and the ‘more-than-human’ world.2 For these trees are not at all ‘natural’: they have been selected, grafted on to an appropriate rootstock, transported to the orchard, planted and tended over the years. Prior to that, in ancient times, apple pips, fruit and trees were transported westward along the traditional routes between the orient and the occident, so that a tree that evolved in Asia is now cultivated worldwide.3

Philosopher of science Bruno Latour tells us that our world is a proliferation of ‘hybrids’, networks that are simultaneously ‘real, social and narrated’. In particular, nothing can be seen as either ‘nature’ or ‘culture’ but rather forms a seamless fabric of ‘nature-culture’. The apple tree is a wonderful example of this. Or rather, I should say, the relationship formed between the apple tree, as a representative of nature; me, as a representative of culture; and the story I tell about it, is such an example. For it is out of this network of relationships, through the interactions of the apple tree’s ‘heterozygosity’ (its ability to produce seeds that may grow into completely new different apple trees), and the learned human culture of selection and grafting, that the hybrid form we call ‘Bramley’s Seedling’ has emerged. But if the grown tree is neglected, as has happened to mine for the past seven years, it grows ‘out of shape’. The ‘proper’ shape for the tree emerges in the interaction of the creative capabilities of the species, cultural choices, the inherent qualities of ‘Bramley’s Seedling’, and my pruning and care. I can influence this, but I cannot radically change it.4

Another way of looking at this is through the idea of evolutionary symbiosis. Biologist Lynn Margulis shows us that symbiosis is ‘crucial to understanding evolutionary novelty’. Of course there is always struggle for space and nutrients, but competition, ‘nature red in tooth and claw’, is not the primary driver: Margulis describes how new species continually emerge from symbiotic mergers. Dissimilar individuals come together to make larger and more complex beings: freshwater hydra join with photosynthetic partners called Chlorella to create a symbiont capable of both swimming and producing food; prokaryotes (cells without nuclei) join together to form eukaryotes (complex cells with nuclei). We humans would not survive without the symbiotic relationship with bacteria in our gut that help digest food.5

We cannot separate ourselves from the natural world, nor can we see that world as separate from us. We are all part of each other: linked in a network of hybrids, all symbionts on a symbiotic planet.

I spent maybe an hour pruning the trees while these thoughts ran through my mind, so absorbed in my work and my reflections that I was surprised to see how many branches and twigs now lay on the ground. It took me quite a while to collect them all into piles of kindling. It would soon be time for another bonfire. I noticed that some of the twigs showed little red dots, flower buds just emerging from their protective winter covering. I selected three from the pile of cuttings and put them in water in the warmth of the house. I wondered whether they would flower.

I watched carefully over two weeks. Slowly, the red dots fattened, added a hint of green and grew into little round balls, tightly folded in their sepals. One morning the sepals were cracked open, revealing creamy petals, still overlapping snugly. After a long wait, they unfolded to show first a hint, then a deeper flush of pink. As the flowers opened fully, the pink disappeared leaving each petal crisply white, spoon-shaped, its surface faintly granular. A minute black speck crawled along the edge of one petal, emphasizing its sharp fragility. And in the middle of each flower, a cluster of yellow stamens reached out to make contact with the world.

The sparse arrangement of dark brown twigs and contrasting white flowers looked fine in a tall glass vase, rather like a Japanese Zen arrangement, both natural and arranged. Outside the March fog held on into the afternoon, filling the valley. The chestnut trees outside my window showed only as black skeletons. I guessed that in the garden buds on the apple trees were still showing only that little hint of red.

We humans may be part of a hybrid, symbiotic network, but we certainly don’t behave as if we are. Modern humans have enclosed themselves in an apparently self-sufficient culture with little attention to the consequences of their actions.6 The Biblical book of Ecclesiastes tells us, ‘What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun’. But it seems that this ancient book is now proved wrong: what has been is no longer; an unprecedented instability threatens complex life on Earth. The human destruction of the ecology that supports us is taking place at an alarming new scale.

The crisis we face is not just another challenge within the human story, like poverty, war and famine, but a challenge to the continuation of the story itself. Human civilization arose over the past thousands of years in a benign environmental context, a period of stability that our own actions may be bringing to an end. Climate change is just the most dramatic of a nexus of issues that include the loss of soil, the acidification of oceans, the overuse of water, the disruption of ecosystems and the extinction of other life forms on the planet. The list is endless, depressing, terrifying, all brought about by needs—and rampaging overconsumption—of vast numbers of human beings. We live in times of astonishing loss.

My own life has been overshadowed by this gathering crisis. I have a childhood memory, strangely both clear and hazy, that was an intimation of things to come. As a small boy in the 1950s I am sitting at the kitchen table turning the pages of a weekly magazine—possibly Life or Picture Post. I come on a double-page spread featuring a dramatic black and white photo of a filthy smokestack, illustrating an article pointing toward a future environmental crisis. I ask my mother about it, and her reply brushes my concerns aside as if forbidding even the thought behind the question, “You don’t want to think about that, dear.” But clearly the notion that life on Earth was precarious lodged in my mind. Through my adult life this early intimation was reinforced: in 1962 by Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring; in 1968 by Buckminster Fuller’s challenging proposal that we live on ‘spaceship Earth’; in 1972 by the Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth report pointing to overshoot and collapse; and in the 1990s by Al Gore’s movie An Inconvenient Truth; in the new century by the series of increasingly alarming reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change; and now daily in reports of rapidly melting of icecaps, record temperatures, violent storms, the bleaching of coral reefs, all indicating that the crisis is on us even faster than even the pessimists thought.7

I remember conversations with activist colleagues in the 1990s, agreeing, “We have another ten years to address this, then it will be too late.” Yet here we are now, halfway through the second decade of the new millennium, with so little that has really changed. Is it still nearly too late, or has the moment, if indeed it existed, actually slipped from our collective grasp? Developments in our ecological understanding, the sustainable technologies that these bring with them and the nascent sense of a global community suggest that so much is possible. There are many proposals, conservative, moderate and radical, about how we might change our politics and economics so as to live more sustainably. Yet so very little has been achieved.

I look in the face of an environmental catastrophe that should overwhelm all other concerns. What does a responsible citizen do in the face of this approaching calamity? How, I ask myself, am I to live in these times in a way that makes some contribution to healing, however small that may be? These questions take me beyond the realm of everyday, practical or political responses to the need for a new account of human life on Earth.

I recall the conversation I had with Thomas Berry, the priest who called himself a geologian or Earth scholar. ‘It’s all a question of story’, he wrote in The Dream of the Earth. ‘We are in trouble just now because we do not have a good story… of how the world came to be and how we fit into it’. When I met him I asked him, “When there are so many good ideas around about new forms of economics, radically efficient methods of production, renewable energy and so forth, why do we need a new story?” And I remember how he looked me straight in the eye and replied, “Because, Peter, if we don’t have a different vision of who we are in relation to the Earth, we won’t have the psychic and spiritual energy needed to make the profound changes needed.” In addition to practical action, significant change toward sustainability requires a new account of human identity, a fundamental shift in our sense of who we are in relation to the planet that sustains us.8

If it all begins with story, the story we are offered in modern times is inadequate. Once upon a time, in the European world, humans understood themselves as placed on Earth in the image of their God. Life may have been brutish and short for many, but they had a secure identity in the scheme of things, in a stable hierarchy, above the animals and below the angels. In the Renaissance a new story emerged of man as the measure of all things, a story captured beautifully in Leonardo’s drawing of Vitruvian Man. But when Copernicus showed that the Earth circled the Sun along with the other planets he began a movement that displaced human from the centre of things. Copernicus was followed by Descartes and Newton, who envisaged a world of objective matter and blind cause and effect. Two centuries later Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace showed that humans evolved along with other life on Earth; Nietzsche declared that God is dead. In the late twentieth century modern cosmological science portrays Earth as a tiny planet orbiting an unexceptional star in a medium-sized galaxy in a cosmos that contains more galaxies than there are grains of sand on Earth. All these new understandings have undermined the stories that told us who we came to be and what is our place in the scheme of things: are we still the measure of all things or a chance speck in an uncaring universe?

There is a new story of human identity emerging among ecological thinkers like Thomas Berry and his colleagues Brian Swimme and Mary Evelyn Tucker that tells of the human, along with all other beings, as emerging as part of an evolving planet within an evolving universe. This story tells of the visible universe flaring forth in what is commonly known as the Big Bang and developing over eons of time in ever-greater diversity and complexity. The lighter elements hydrogen and helium emerged early on; the heavier elements necessary for life were created in the explosions of early stars. As second- and third-generation stars were formed, conditions where life might be possible emerged in the planets that circulated on them. One of those stars we call Sun, and one of those planets is Earth, where we know that life began its evolution some 2–3 billion years ago.9

It is possible to see this story as one of human insignificance: we are the outcome of random physical processes on a small rocky planet circling a minor star in an insignificant galaxy. That is to continue the story of alienation that Copernicus’ work set in train. Or we can see that human emergence, with reflective consciousness and intellectual, emotional, aesthetic capabilities are an outcome of an evolutionary, self-generating universe. We are part of the community of life on Earth, an aspect of the universe aware of itself, reflecting on itself, and celebrating itself. In this view, the human presence brings both enormous creative opportunities and alongside these substantial threats to the well-being of life on Earth.

Part of the problem is that our reflective consciousness is so thoroughly self-absorbed: our interest and attention is focussed almost exclusively on ourselves and those close to us. At our best, we may feel part of a fellowship of humanity or a human family. While our understanding of evolution and ecology tells us that we are also part of the community of life on Earth, we rarely feel that in our bones or our hearts. However much we may assert that we are all part of the same universe, that we are part of the evolution of life on Earth, we still find it difficult to overcome a sense of estrangement, of otherness. As philosopher David Cooper puts it, ‘Shouting about humankind being part of nature may mask a fear that it is nothing of the sort’.10

In medieval times it was virtually impossible not to believe in the existence of God. That belief was foundational, axiomatic. The shift to a secular society involved a transition from a society in which belief in God was unchallenged and unproblematic to one in which it is one option among many. In modern times, since the Enlightenment, I suggest it is virtually impossible not to experience the world as a collection of objects available to humans as ‘natural resources’. While we are beginning to accept that some may have sentience—for example, we are learning that trees communicate though huge fungal networks that connect their roots; and research is casting new light on the extraordinary intelligence of corvids—I think the cultural norm is to accept that humans stand at the top of the evolutionary tree, alone in possessing self-reflective consciousness and destined to have dominion over the Earth and her creatures.11

What would it take for we modern humans to fully experience ourselves as part of the whole, in the same fashion that medieval people experienced the existence of God? What does it take to deeply experience the damage to ecosystems as damage to ourselves? “I am not protecting the rainforest,” activist and writer John Seed tells us, “I am part of the rainforest protecting myself.”12

The one thing I am sure of in these confusing times is that we need to shift in our relationship to the planet. This is a practical shift: we must stop wrecking the ecosystems that support our lives. It is a shift in our ways of thinking from seeing a world of separate objects to an interconnected whole. And it is a moral shift, a shift from seeing the Earth and her living and non-living communities as resources for humans to exploit toward seeing the living world as of value for its own sake regardless of its value to humans; and toward seeing humans as part of the community of life on Earth.


Chapter Two

Ecological Pilgrimage


To be a pilgrim is to be connected. We are all connected, we are all related, there is no I and the other, I am the other, the other is me—that is what makes me a pilgrim in life and a pilgrim of the Earth. My pilgrimage is not going somewhere; my pilgrimage is to be one with the universe. I am the universe, and the universe is me.

Satish Kumar

Earth Pilgrim



One morning in early winter, as I walked up the lane from the house to the orchard, I again found these questions about the place of humans on Earth turning over in my mind. “It’s time for another pilgrimage at sea,” I told myself. It had been a full two years since my last long voyage in my little yacht Coral. I had been guided by Thomas Berry’s lament that we modern humans are only talking to ourselves: ‘if we do not hear the voices of the trees, the birds, the animals, the fish, the mountains and the rivers, then we are in trouble’, he wrote, calling for a renewed ‘great conversation’ with the more-than-human world.1 I wrote about that voyage and the many things I had learned from it in my book Spindrift: A Wilderness Pilgrimage at Sea.2 But there was more to learn, and I was drawn again to the challenge and adventure of single-handed sailing.

Immediately, the many reasons why I shouldn’t go came flooding over me. I worried about leaving Elizabeth on her own; I knew we would miss each other’s company. I would be neglecting the house and the orchard. And maybe as I approached 70 I was getting too old for challenging adventures. I remembered how tired, uncomfortable, lonely and homesick I had been at times on my last long voyage and asked myself why I didn’t stay in the comfort of home. I thought about the dangers of storms and shipwreck, imagining Coral shattered against rocks or sunk without trace far offshore. But still I wanted to go.

This time, I told myself, I would take two years: the first summer I would sail right round the west coast of Ireland and leave Coral for the winter on the west coast of Scotland; the second year I would sail round the north of Scotland and return back to the west coast through the Great Glen and the Caledonian Canal. And I would take all these questions about the place of humans on Earth with me.

As my plans took shape in my mind, I began to think about my journeys as ecological pilgrimages. I thought of myself as travelling along the ‘western edge’—the western extremes of the British archipelago, but also the ‘edge’ of the Western mindset. While I was going on a real physical journey with all the adventure that entails, I also had a wider purpose in seeking illumination of my questions: how we modern humans may deepen our sense of being participants in the ecology of the planet. I expected that adventure and pilgrimage would be intertwined and overlaid one with the other; that special experiences would occur at quite unexpected moments.

And so it turned out. There was that day when Coral lay at a visitors’ buoy at Craighouse on Jura in the Western Isles of Scotland for two days and two nights while the northwesterly gale blew. Fierce squalls came gusting down through the mountains, bringing heavy rain rattling on the deck and sprayhood. For the past month I had been sailing from Clifden on the west coast of Ireland, mostly on my own. The weather had been particularly difficult: there had been good sailing days but these were nearly always followed by strong winds and high seas that kept Coral at sheltered anchorages. I had been away long enough and was keen to get to her winter berth near Oban.

Eventually the gale blew through. Overnight the wind dropped away to nothing. In the grey dimness just before dawn I dropped the lines on the mooring buoy and steered Coral out of the bay. The green and red navigation lights that mark the channel between Goat Island and the underwater reefs flashed reassuringly. Once clear of the island I turned Coral north up the Sound of Jura, intent on catching the last quarter or so of the flooding tide north toward Oban. I had it all worked out: the tide times, the landmarks, the alternative anchorages along the coast.

When the tide turned against me, I took Coral into Lussa Bay, tiny, south facing, twelve miles or so north from Craighouse, and tucked her in behind a rocky peninsula out of the stream. A lone cormorant stood sentinel on the tip of the rocks. Low cloud enveloped the hilltops and mist descended to sea level, full of dampness that now and again turned into light rain. The ensign hung soggily from the backstay. Through the mist the tones of the land were subdued: a sharp green scrub, russet brown bracken, punctuated by the black silhouettes of windblown trees; rocks dark and wet at the waterline, lighter above. In contrast to this wildness, at the head of the bay I could just see a little pocket of cultivation: a house showing white amid a cluster of mature trees; a bridge over a stream; a meadow where a brown horse was grazing.

Once I was sure the anchor was secure, I cut the engine. Its mechanical grumble and the churn of the propeller had filled my ears for two hours. Once it stopped, I felt the silence as a tangible presence inviting me to open to my surroundings. Gradually my ears cleared of engine noise and I could hear the subtle watery sounds around me: the background burbling of the tidal stream out in the sound; the deeper, hollow percussion of wavelets slopping against the rocks; the occasional creaks from the engine as it cooled down; above all these the faint patter of fine rain on the deck and sprayhood that came and went as showers blew through the bay, punctuated by the thud of larger drops falling from the boom.

As I stood in the companionway out of the rain, looking across the bay, I heard a guttural call. I looked around and saw a raven flapping its wings to land among the rocks, the inky black of its feathers penetrating the rain mist and standing out strongly against the grey of the rocky shore. I watched as it searched the foreshore. Then another movement caught my eye, across the water this time: an otter, maybe, but more likely a seal. I searched the surface hopefully, but saw no further sign.

I came into this bay for the purely practical purpose of waiting out the adverse tide. But I was enchanted. I spent hours watching, listening, scribbling incoherent notes as I searched for the right words. The quiet of this bay silenced my mind. I was absorbed with just being there.

By mid-afternoon the ebb had weakened. It was time to get going again so as to reach the tidal race at the Sound of Luing at slack tide. I started the engine, hauled up and stowed the anchor, edged Coral round the low rocky headland that had sheltered us and continued northwards.

Through the winter before I set out I looked into the notion of pilgrimage. There is a longstanding tradition in most human societies of making a more or less arduous journey away from the comforts and familiarities of home in search of new insights and deeper understandings. This practice may be as old as the human species: Mesolithic peoples in Europe certainly made long journeys to the sacred sites marked by stone circles; the Aboriginal people of Australia still take extended walks along ‘songlines’, re-enacting the journeys of ‘creator-beings’ during the Dream Time.

The idea and practice of pilgrimage was systematically forged in a religious context. I read of the requirement of good Muslims to undertake the Hajj at least once in their lives; of the Christian pilgrimages of the Middle Ages and the continuing contemporary practice; the vast numbers of Hindu devotees who travel to sacred sites on the River Ganges; and of Buddhists who walk the difficult path to circumambulate Mount Kailash. In modern times the word has perhaps become devalued, it has become customary to speak of pilgrimage in a secular sense: a Wagner devotee may describe a trip to the Bayreuth Festspielhaus as a pilgrimage, as might a cricket lover a visit to Lords.3

The English term ‘pilgrim’ originally comes from the Latin word peregrinus (per, through plus ager, field, country, land), which means a foreigner, a stranger, someone on a journey, or a temporary resident. It can describe a traveller making a brief journey to a particular place or someone settling for a short or long period in a foreign land. Peregrinatio was the state of being or living abroad; and of course all Christians were seen as temporary residents in this world, ‘strangers and pilgrims in the Earth’, travelling toward ‘a heavenly country’. Here on earth, wrote St Augustine, Christians wander ‘as on pilgrimage through time looking for the Kingdom of eternity’. This contrasts with an ecological view that we are indigenous Earthlings first: we are not just passing through; we evolved with and profoundly belong to this planet. Our place is not in heaven, but here. As Aldo Leopold, one of the originators of the modern ecological movement, put it, we are plain members of the biotic community.4

In modern times, the idea of pilgrimage falls within so many cultural and spiritual traditions that it holds no single meaning. However, it usually entails a long journey in search of qualities of moral or spiritual significance, a journey across both outer physical and inner spiritual landscapes. A pilgrim separates herself from home and familiars, may join with a group of like-minded seekers, sometimes wearing special clothes or other marks that indicate their pilgrim status. In an important sense the pilgrim leaves the everyday and familiar, and journeys through an in-between space toward some transcendent purpose. The Hindu concept of the tirtha, a Sanskrit term for a ford or intersection between two realms, expresses this well. Places where two ecosystems meet, such as the brackish water of lagoons, are rich with lifeforms and ecological adaptation. As the Catholic writer Douglas Christie puts it, ‘The liminal space of the pilgrimage journey offers a fluid and imaginative space between the human and the more-than-human worlds, between matter and spirit, body and soul, heaven and Earth, humanity and divinity’.5

I studied many accounts of religious pilgrimages, learning how the faithful travel to sacred sites in order to encounter a holy realm for worship and the affirmation of faith, in search of illumination and for healing. I began to draw parallels with my idea of ecological pilgrimage as seeking a primal, heartfelt connection with the Earth itself and the community of life that has evolved on Earth. It is also an ongoing celebration of that connection and an act of homage, honouring the Earth as the more-than-human world of which we are a part, existing for itself rather than for human use. By taking the pilgrim away from the habits of civilization and by disrupting the patterns of everyday life, pilgrimage offers an opening to a different view of the Earth of which we are a part.

It was straightforward, coming from the east, to find the point of Rubh’ Ardalanish toward the southwest corner of Mull. The pilot book gave directions for an anchorage amongst the rocks just inside the headland: do not cross the twenty metre sounding line until you have identified the double-headed rock Sgeir an Fheidh; then line up the eastern edge of the rock with the stream at the head of the bay until the anchorage opens clear to starboard.

But on my own it was quite tricky. I had to get the mainsail down and stowed, to lift the anchor on to the bow roller ready for dropping, and to make sure the chain was running free, while Coral rolled extravagantly in the cross swell. All that done, I approached the bay cautiously, keeping an eye on the depth sounder. Feet braced each side of the cockpit, holding the pilot book in one hand and the tiller in the other, I talked myself into the opening. “Which rock is Sgeir an Fheidh? That one? No, it must be that other one, although it looks much bigger than I imagined. Ah, there is the stream tumbling down a little valley.” As so often happens, what I could see and what was sketched on the chartlet suddenly fell into place.

There were steep cliffs ahead and rocks all around so I took her in steadily, just fast enough to keep steerageway. “Is that the way in to starboard? It looks very narrow!” Closer and closer to the shore, wondering still if Coral was in the right place, then the anchorage opened up, a wider entrance than I feared. I swung the tiller over to take Coral between the rocks into still, deep water with plenty of room for a little boat like her to swing. I circled round to check depths, chose a spot and soon had her securely anchored.

Then I looked around. The anchorage was landlocked in all directions except due west, where the rocks and reefs I had just negotiated gave shelter. Immediately, I felt blessed: this little bay was safe, almost cosy; and even in the drizzle that had started to fall, breathtakingly beautiful. The shoreline all around was a tumble of granite boulders, most of them showing clearly the pink tint they carry at this westerly end of the Ross of Mull. Just a few metres away from Coral’s stern, along the shore lay a line of boulders, their faces criss-crossed with fissures set by the stresses created when the granite spewed molten out of the Earth. They show no identifiable pattern, but I remember how my old friend and complexity theorist Brian Goodwin described these as following a mathematically chaotic form; he thought that such natural forms, in contrast to the sharp angles of urban environment, stimulated relaxation in the brain. As I gazed at this chaotic fissured tumbling I felt my mind come into a sense of peace and quiet.6

Is it necessary to go on a long and arduous journey to open such experiences? Satish Kumar, who as a young Jain monk made an 8,000-mile pilgrimage for peace, walking from India over the Himalayas to Paris, suggests that pilgrimage is not necessarily about travel, but that its essence lies in its deep commitment to life, here and now on the Earth. He writes that: ‘A pilgrim is someone who keeps their mind and heart open for whatever is emerging—it is that openness that puts you on a pilgrimage, not how many miles you physically travel’. While I accept this important point, the significance of travel is that it takes you out of the taken-for-granted structures and habits of everyday life: work, family, relationships, play, news, entertainment, all of which shape consciousness into a conformity that is conducive to modern life. It is not easy to move across the boundaries between worlds when locked in everyday familiarity: the practical challenges of pilgrimage spin the human heart and mind into new realizations.7

I thought of the ecological pilgrim as journeying into the wild, whether the distant wild of the seas or mountains or the more immediate wild of a meadow flower. The wild in this sense can release us from the constraints of everyday consciousness. The ecological pilgrim starts from a sense of the importance and legitimacy of unmediated, direct experience of the more-than-human, independent of any benefits that might arise out of that experience. Poet and wilderness writer Gary Snyder describes the wilderness pilgrim’s ‘step-by-step, breath-by-breath’ progress into the wild, whether the wild of mountains or ocean or meditation as ‘an ancient set of gestures’, that bring a sense of joy. It’s a joy that arises through ‘intimate contact with the real world’ and so also with oneself. While the modern eye may see pilgrimage in its traditional sense as full of superstition, self-delusion and even mass hysteria, if we look beyond these prejudices to the ‘ancient set of gestures’, to the underlying archetype, we may discover how practices of pilgrimage can inform the development of ecological sensitivity and responsiveness.8

So pilgrims are travellers in life, rather than tourists. I mean this in the sense that the veteran travel writer Paul Theroux used it: Tourists don’t know where they’ve been; travellers don’t know where they’re going. Theroux was, of course, being mischievous, but he touches on an important truth: most us live our lives half asleep (as the spiritual teacher Gurdjieff, among many others, has pointed out). Pilgrimage is one attempt to wake up. In particular, we modern humans think we know where we are going, but actually we don’t: an important dimension of the crisis of ecology is that, with our interconnected, global and increasingly virtual society, we do not know how to live well on the Earth. It may be that small groups of humans still do, or once did (although the evidence is that humans started what is now known as ‘the sixth extinction’ as soon as we got effective hunting tools; and impoverishing the land as soon as we started agriculture). So the ecological pilgrim is on a journey of inquiry that is potentially relevant to all humanity, not just the privileged West.9

This is why pilgrimages into the wild world are one response to the ecological crisis of our times. They are not, of course, a sufficient response, for we also urgently need a whole range of political, financial, technological and cultural initiatives that would change society as we know it. I think they are nevertheless a necessary response that may inform these practical and political concerns. Opening oneself to the wild world and describing what one finds with love and passion is a political and spiritual act.

Christian writer Martin Palmer tells us that to undertake a pilgrimage is to place yourself at risk: not just the physical risks, but the risk that you may not return the same person as you set out. He also warns that the pilgrim may even be risk being surprised by joy.10 Alone at sea I was often disoriented from the taken-for-granted realities of the social world and open to a more naked sense of what it was to be a human being. At such moments it was as if a crack in the cosmic egg opened and for a tiny moment I experienced a different world that is nevertheless the same world. This was a world not fixed in form, but forever changing: no longer divided into separate things, but one dancing whole. I realize that these tiny moments also occur in everyday life, but they are easy to overlook, to see as insignificant. I have come to call these experiences ‘moments of grace’, a recovery of the sacred dimension of being. In this book I explore more deeply these moments of grace, how they may arise in the terror of tumultuous seas as much as in the wonder of the night sky. I also explore those times I fall from grace
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