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INTRODUCTION
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Let us accept all the different paths as different rivers running toward the same ocean.

~ Swami Satchidananda
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This book brings together a collection of especially commissioned articles by contemporary and former trustees of GreenSpirit. My reason for compiling it has been to highlight disparate paths that can be seen as green although like any topic there is always more that could be included.

When I suggested the theme for a new title in the GreenSpirit Book Series, the idea was received positively by members of GreenSpirit’s publications team. Finding the right people to write for each chapter was also straightforward, as they are all people I know from my involvement in the charity, and to whom I wish to give a personal thanks for well-crafted and knowledgeable contributions. Biographies about the authors are listed at the back of this book.

Overall, what I find encouraging in each person’s writings is their passion for the areas they wrote on. Whilst compiling and editing, I noticed there was at times an overlap of themes, yet by having different writers with dissimilar backgrounds highlighted each person’s distinct understanding of things they wrote about, which, for me, has made for a wonderful synthesis of ideas and practices. 

Summary of the Chapters

In the opening chapter, Marian Van Eyk McCain, who has written and published much over the years on simplicity, self-sufficiency, and downshifting, draws on her many years of wisdom and her experience of living simply. She informs us how opting for simplicity helped her life to become fuller, richer and more enjoyable. She also reminds us that simplicity doesn’t necessarily mean having less to do, as it may in fact require more planning, more thinking about, and a lot more effort to live than the average mainstream lifestyle that the majority of people live in today’s world.

In the following chapter, Ian Mowll writes about the power of shared stories and how they can motivate us to pursue healthier goals and transform restrictive patterns. Since early history, Ian informs us, stories have helped orientate people on their life journeys and united people together. He writes how the discovery and knowledge of galaxies, the Big Bang and evolution theory have become a new creation story that is particularly relevant for our times – what is often called “the New Universe Story” – that can supply us with profound meaning and purpose and a sense of where we have come from that can assist us in responding to today’s world with understanding and compassion. 

For my contribution, I have aimed at an integration of several years of searching, studying and experience that draws on different fields and teachings about creativity. I briefly touch on Creation-Centred Spirituality that the radical theologian and Episcopal priest Matthew Fox has untiringly brought attention to over recent decades, along with other insights and wisdom I have found important because of a strong creative element to them that can assist in the healing process and a wholesome spiritual outlook, especially psychosynthesis psychology. Creativity can also be seen as profoundly interconnected to the green heart of all other chapters of this book. 

In his chapter, Richard Adams gives a personal account of his many years as an experienced rambler. He mentions how walking in Nature frees up his bones. “Our bodies were meant to move” he pithily tells us. Initially inspired by Carl Jung’s Modern Man in Search of a Soul and Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Richard shares stories of times when he set forth on a journey equipped with Ordnance Survey maps, good walking boots, all-weather gear and a rucksack to explore places of natural and wild beauty. He shares experiences of some awesome times, such as when he embarked on the 100 mile long South Downs Way and 630 miles long South West Coast Path walks. 

Piers Warren writes on one of the topics he is especially known for and informs us that the path of the gardener has become not just something he does but something he is. Importantly, Piers reminds us that gardening is an Earth-centred practice: “for without earth or soil there would be no plants and therefore no life or even atmosphere on this planet.” He includes concerns he has about our planet’s decline in biodiversity, the decrease in the number of wild creatures and plants, and how the reduction in populations of birds and insects are often highlighted yet things such as eco-sustainability and the use of harmful pesticides are not.

With lifelong experience of spiritual retreats, Chris Holmes informs us in his chapter how he has come to understand contemplation and action as being complementary. He recognises that the way of contemplation can lead to an inner and outer simplicity that puts us in touch with an intrinsic worth of both ourselves and all things, and how this is fundamental to a spiritually green way of living. He mentions the pitfalls as well as the benefits of an authentic contemplative life. For Chris, focusing attention on our more-than-human relations seems like a fundamental requirement for contemplative practices. For him, human life only makes sense if it is interwoven with countless ways of being alive with Earth’s animals, plants and ecosystems that surround and are a part of us.

In the chapter on community, Hilary Norton reminds us that having a sense of belonging is vital for our psychological well-being, and can help us develop mature ways of being in our challenging world. Hilary writes about the variety of GreenSpirit activities such as conferences, retreats and seasonal celebrations, and how members can find inspiration, community and support, often in beautiful locations as well as online. She also shares information about the way GreenSpirit has changed over the years in response to global changes and individual and collective needs, and how GreenSpirit has been influenced by contemporary scientists and wisdom keepers such as Brian Swimme and Joanna Macy.

In the final chapter, Piers Warren and Ian Mowll share their views about green activism. Piers informs us that activism can take on many forms and offers down-to-earth steps that most people can do. Ian writes about what he sees as important, and how being the change he wants to see in the world is for him an essential part of his spiritual journey. He completes the chapter on an encouraging hopeful note by pointing out how “The world is changing rapidly and none of us can keep up with all of the changes. But by coming together and learning from each other, there is a chance that we can make the large-scale impacts which are so vital to the health of our planet and all living beings.”

I trust that readers will find much food for spiritual inspiration, reflection and replenishment in the following pages. For details about other titles in the GreenSpirit Book Series, see the Resources section at the back of this book or visit the GreenSpirit Book Series webpage on GreenSpirit’s website.

~ Santoshan (Stephen Wollaston) 
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1. THE WAY OF SIMPLICITY
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Marian Van Eyk McCain
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Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumb nail.

~ Henry David Thoreau
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In character, in manner, in style, in all things, the supreme excellence is simplicity.

~ Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

*
[image: ]


Truth is ever to be found in simplicity, and not in the multiplicity and confusion of things.

~ Isaac Newton
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Simplicity is the final achievement. After one has played a vast quantity of notes and more notes, it is simplicity that emerges as the crowning reward of art.

~ Frederic Chopin
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As psychologist Abraham Maslow pointed out, for us human beings the most basic need is for physical survival, and this will be the first thing that motivates our behaviour. For us, as for any other animal, the biological requirements for our survival are air, food, drink, shelter, sex, and sleep. And as a furless, warm-blooded species of animal, we humans also need clothing and warmth.

Maslow explained that beyond the basic needs for survival and safety, humans, as a social species, also have an emotional need for interpersonal relationships, affiliating, connectedness, and being part of a group. And as a highly intelligent and self-aware species, we have, unlike other animals, a need for feelings of self-worth, accomplishment, self-fulfilment, and personal, spiritual growth.

A baby’s first action, milliseconds after birth, is to take a breath. Once breathing is established, the next action is to seek the nipple and, on finding it, suck milk – the primary, most basic and most simple food and yet one so full of nutrients that it alone can sustain that small body for the next few months. There may be many other people in that baby’s life, but the only one who is indispensable at that point is the provider of milk.

As that child grows and matures, his or her diet gradually becomes more complex and so does every other aspect of his or her life – intellectual, emotional, interpersonal, social and so on. Yet how many of us, especially in young adulthood, are consciously aware of this gradual process of complexification? I certainly wasn’t.

Not only has my own life become more complex as I aged, but life in general, particularly in our Western society has complexified more in my lifetime than ever before in history.

When I was born, plastic had not yet been invented. Neither had ballpoint pens. Even when I was in high school there was no TV or Internet. There were no mobile phones, no iPods, no jumbo jets, no microwave ovens. We did our laundry by hand or swished it around in a ‘dolly tub,’ put it through a wringer and hung it to dry on the washing line.

For a long time after I reached adulthood, I was unaware of the process of complexification that was going on all around me. I just went along with it like everybody else, enjoying all its advantages and not paying much attention to the effect it was starting to have on the planet. I didn’t become aware of that aspect of it until I was in my thirties. As I wrote in The Rising Water Project:1 


It was through wheeling my children to the shops in their battered old pram that my wake-up call came. Fruit flies had been (allegedly) spotted in the area and our local Council started spraying poison around the streets, right at the level of young bodies in prams. I was incensed. So were my neighbours. We got together, protested and got the spraying stopped. I read Rachel Carson’s ‘Silent Spring’. That, for me, was the turning point. That was when I first became conscious of the impact humans were having on our planet. 

By 1971, more ‘green’ books had started appearing and I devoured them eagerly. Friends of the Earth published their Environmental Handbook that year (I still have my ancient, yellowed copy). I went on to read ‘Diet for a Small Planet’ and then, the following year, ‘Only One Earth’, ‘The Limits to Growth’, and ‘Blueprint for Survival’, followed in 1973 by ‘Small is Beautiful’. I was reborn as a greenie with the beginnings of conscious, global awareness. 


Since then, I have not only been active in the green movement but I have tried to live as simply and lightly on the Earth as I can – not just for environmental reasons but also because the
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