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This is the ninth title in the GreenSpirit Book Series, which is a low-cost series sold at production price only. Awakening to Earth-Centred Consciousness brings together a collection of insightful articles and two inspiring interviews from GreenSpirit magazine. For details about current titles in the series, please see the Resources section at the back of this book.

GreenSpirit is a registered charity based in the UK. The main contents/written material, editing, design and promotional work for our books is done on a purely voluntary basis or given freely by contributors who share our passion for Gaia-centred spirituality.

*      *      *
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Editors’ Note

For the purpose of clarity, quotations used in passages by the author of a chapter are placed in double quotation marks. Words given stress by the author of a chapter, which are not quotations, are either in single quotation marks or italic.
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I do not think the measure of a civilization is how tall its buildings of concrete are, but rather how well its people have learned to relate to their environment and fellow human beings.

– Sun Bear of the Chippewa Tribe1

The natural world is the larger sacred community to which we belong.

– Thomas Berry2

It amazes me how much the idea of globalisation is talked about these days and how the notion of plundering Earth’s natural resources and making, selling and buying more stuff is still held up as an ultimate for progress, economic stability and growth. Not only is it short-sighted, as the Earth is obviously not some kind of magical store cupboard that will miraculously keep filling itself up, but it overlooks the rights of the more-than-human queendoms and kingdoms, as well as the rights of indigenous people inhabiting regions of the world where profits can be made by a privileged few. There is a clear breakdown in acknowledging how all species and people are our brothers and sisters. And just as we would naturally care about and for our closest blood family members, there is an essential spiritual need to care about our wider global family.

Like other GeenSpirit publications, this book highlights this important message and reminds us about acknowledging and embracing our more-than-human relations. GreenSpirit magazine, from which all the chapters of this book have been compiled, has from its humble beginnings continually aimed to raise awareness of the interrelatedness we have with all people and life. The magazine started out three decades ago under the name ‘Interchange’, which had a simple format of news items, poems and articles with line drawings for images, produced by the Centre for Creation Spirituality at St James’s Church, Piccadilly.3 It then became known by its current title in 1999 and gradually took on the appearance of a more traditional magazine.

The articles and interviews selected for this book share personal stories, engage thoughtfully with green topics, and provide insightful teachings about the interconnectedness we have with the natural world. The book is divided into four parts: (1) Interactions with Nature, (2) Balance and Healing, (3) Implementing Green Wisdom, and (4) Nature’s Powers and Wonders. The stories and teaching in the chapters frequently seek to motivate us to interact skilfully with life, live compassionately and face the challenges of Earth-centred living with deep awareness.

The articles and interviews, which Ian Mowll and I have selected, span a recent period of 11 years. The chapters themselves are not planned to be read linearly from front to back. You as the reader may wish to start at any place that draws your attention. I personally feel there are insights here for everyone – for the more academically minded to newcomers to the fields of eco-spirituality and green wisdom – covering a wide range of major subjects such as green burials, veganism, raising green awareness in the Amazon, elephant protection, ecopsychology, personal encounters with animal friends, and how Nature can heal us.

For me, the contents of this book represent some of the most thoughtful pieces that have appeared in GreenSpirit magazine though I’m sure other members of GreenSpirit and readers of the magazine will think of alternatives that could also have been included. The insights within the following pages often encourage us to embrace an inclusive and caring spirituality – one that encompasses living the whole of our lives as wisely as we can and manifests qualities that lead us to recognising profound levels of life and Nature, of which we are all wondrously interwoven and a part, and the essential obligations this brings for responsible Gaia-centred living.

These days green educationists, Earth-centred spiritual seekers and eco-activists are only too aware that we humans currently stand at a crucial position of deciding whether to become jointly involved or not in respecting the rights of all species, preserving Nature’s essential balance and the making of a new Earth community. A compassion for Earth and all her species is called for – to recognise all as a sacred whole with profound meaning and purpose. As it is through awakening to Nature’s sacredness and importance that we begin to care for the diversity of life that Mother Earth has sought to celebrate.

Overall, the fourteen articles and two interviews in this book left me with a sense of hope for what we can awaken to and collectively achieve and embody in our lives. I can only trust that others will find the following pages equally encouraging and beneficial in their quests for an Earth-centred consciousness and the enrichment of life it can potentially bring for all.

– Santoshan (aka Stephen Wollaston)
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The Old Woman and the Sea

Erna Colebrook

Once you have reached the age of three score and ten there is the feeling that the time has come to do certain things just once more as a sort of valedictory gesture to life in all its richness.

So, when I set out with Michael, my husband, for a holiday on the north coast of Mallorca I vowed to swim one last time in that wonderfully warm and invigorating water of the Mediterranean Sea.

Many thoughts crossed my mind as I walked on the warm sand that late summer’s afternoon. In ancient Greece Poseidon ruled the waves here, while Aphrodite, goddess of love (sensual and spiritual), was born from her waters, standing demurely on a scallop shell. Across this sea Rome and Carthage waged their wars. For several centuries the mercantile city of Venice held sway here. So many cultures flourished along her shores. Her creative influence has been and still is immeasurable.

My own love affair began when my parents with their four children drove by car for two and a half days from Brussels by the old N7 to the Côte d’Azur. It was paradise for a young post-war teenager. Here the air was warm and pine scented, the cicadas were loud and persistent and the sea... Oh! the sea... the sea!

I reached the edge of the water, hesitated for a moment and stepped gently into the shallow water. My ankles didn’t ‘freeze up’. A good omen. I moved slowly into deeper water, step by slow step. I was up to my middle now, letting my body adjust to the colder environment. As I splashed water on my arms I realised that something odd was happening. Small fishes, dozens of them, were swimming all round me. I saw glorious silver life in a transparent sea all looking for breadcrumbs which two little girls standing at the edge were throwing into the water. Just for a moment I seemed to live in another world – a world of harmony and beingness, a world of love.

They were gone as quickly as they appeared. In high spirits I ducked into the water and had my swim.

That evening over a leisurely dinner Michael and I talked about the large painting which hangs in our living room at home. It was created by June Witheridge, a Plymouth artist. It depicts an androgynous human figure walking on the seabed accompanied by five mackerel who look quite comfortable in the presence of the stranger. There is seaweed to cope with so progress is possibly slow. All are travelling in the same direction. There is movement here, they are going somewhere together. The left arm of the human figure trails gently in the water in a gesture of caring. The head too is inclined towards the fish. Here is expressed most beautifully a gentle loving relationship, an embodiment which is not only material but for want of a better word spiritual. Here there exists, just for this moment, a communion of beings.

[image: image]

The next day I ached all over and I was in bed with a cold. The Spanish call it ‘the fruits of the season’. For them October is the season of colds.

I am not a good patient. To be confined to bed after my wonderful aquatic experience was not to my liking. Here I was, in a strange bed, in a strange room, my nose dripping. I was looking for some compassion but as there was no one about I found myself softly saying “Look at me now Julia”. Instantly the face of my youngest daughter Julia appeared and then that of my mother who died three years ago. Their smiles comforted me. Life is so much about mothers. Don’t dying soldiers on the battlefield call out for their mothers? It is the first bonding we make as we appear on this Earth. Then I saw my grandmother’s face, and her mother’s and so it went on mother after mother, generation by generation, nurturing, caring, loving and so often forgiving.

Backwards in time I seemed to travel, seeing all manner of creatures giving birth and nurturing and making sure of the next generation. I reached the point where I saw fish as my cousins, sharing a common backboned ancestor.

And beyond the planet, I travelled on to an inanimate Universe seeing stars and galaxies and their gyrations and their awe-inspiring galactic relationships. Finally, I arrived at a place of great strength and integrity. Journey’s end and my destination. I saw no face but I knew instinctively that here was the abode of the Great Mother, SHE who is giving birth to the Universe, creatrix, fountain of love and forgiveness, Mother of us all. What a lineage!

To be sure all metaphors, but how else can we circumscribe the mystery which is the Universe. Metaphors which surely resonate with our time.

I travelled full circle. I understood how each atom, each molecule from the very beginning was imbued with that quality which for lack of a better word could be called love. That the Great Epic of Evolution of the Universe did not only have a material form but also a spiritual dimension – intangible and difficult to define through scientific inquiry. From the beginning atoms, molecules and each living being possessed the capability to enter into relationship – to give of self and become a new entity, to change its environment, to be transformed again and yet again, leading to an ever more complex Universe for forms and relationships to evolve as we know them today. And this over a time span completely outside our human experience (13.7 billion years to be exact).

I understood that from the very beginning, the overriding longing to attract, to bond, to be in relationship, to search for harmony, to love and be loved, had been hardwired into the Universe project: refined by the evolutionary arrow of time. Material form cannot exist without relationship.

In our own historical time Jesus of Nazareth and his fishermen friends had a message of love for neighbour, self and enemy. Today 2000 years on, scientific and spiritual gurus are urging us to extend our love to planet Earth, for some, to Gaia. Not so easy, for a radical shift is needed. Love is not just about feelings, it is about relationships, about a way of living. New ways of organising our human lives are desperately needed at all levels of our Western culture. The exploitative conception of ourselves is looking horribly tarnished. A new longing rises up in our hearts for a more integrated way of life. We have a vision of what creative communities might look like. We perceive a new beauty (a concept dear to the native Americans). To build a different place we must give of self. We must evolve.

My chance encounter with fishes had led to unexpected disclosures. I was pleased when Michael came back from the Farmacia with the news that they don’t do Lemsips here, they make them with oranges. I smiled and savoured the moment. Expect the unexpected.

*      *      *
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Erna Colebrook is a long-standing member of GreenSpirit with a degree in zoology. She is the author of A Spark in My Soul and other publications with Michael Colebrook.
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