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A CALL TO EARTH PRAYER

WE NEED TO PRAY”, ELIAS said one afternoon. We both sat silent. Pray? What did that mean to us? We had long since wandered from the traditions of our early religious teachings. While we meditated regularly and valued times of silence and contemplation, the notion of prayer awakened in us a new desire—the desire for a communal liturgy directed toward healing human-Earth relations. We wanted to link our personal spiritual life with that of the entire biosphere. Perhaps everything prays—not only humans.

This book is a call to prayer. Several years ago, as we began to grasp the extent of the damage being done to the Earth’s life systems, we were filled with deep sadness. So much is being lost—so much richness and natural beauty that our children will never know, perhaps never even miss! How can we heal all that we have disrupted and polluted? Of course, our society and our daily lives have to change. Yet the healing of our relationship with this planet ultimately needs to emerge from our hearts and our spirits.

The idea empowered us. We found ourselves looking through bookstores for prayer traditions that might capture what was in our hearts. Several journals and magazines offered to print our call for “Prayers for the Earth.” People responded from the Philippines and from Nicaragua, from Iowa and from New York City. People we had never met searched through the Rig Vedas for us. Others made us aware of the profound reform going on in Hebrew and Christian liturgical traditions. They sent us their favorite poems and blessings. They thanked us. Unknowingly, they healed our despair.


The beauty of the trees,

the softness of the air,

the fragrance of the grass

    speaks to me.



The summit of the mountain,

the thunder of the sky,

the rhythm of the sea,

    speaks to me….


And my heart soars.1



These voices began to unfold a collective story. It is the story of women and men throughout history and prehistory seeking to align their spirit with the creative power that pervades the material world. It is the story of a common spiritual heritage we choose to call Earth Prayer. And it is based on one single recognition: we are, body and spirit, one with the Earth and with all of creation.

Over and over again, the prayers in this book remind us of this universal marriage of matter and spirit. They call on us to rethink the dualism of our culture that separates the sacred and the secular, the natural and the supernatural, body and mind. They make it clear that we humans are not here simply as transients waiting for a ticket to somewhere else. The Earth itself is Christos, is Buddha, is Allah, is Gaia.

In every religion we find the need to consecrate our participation in the natural world. This is especially evident in the tribal religions of native peoples. Their songs and prayers express a great courtesy toward the natural world. For example, the refrain “We return thanks” in the thanksgiving ritual of the Iroquois Indians—first to our mother, the Earth which sustains us, then to the rivers and streams, to the bushes and trees, to the elements, and finally to the Great Spirit who directs all things—reveals the intimacy of their relation with the entire Earth community.

A similar sensitivity can be found in many other cultures. Chang Tsai, an eleventh-century administrative official in China, placed this inscription on his office wall so that he would always have it before him:


Heaven is my father and earth my mother and even such a small creature as I finds an intimate place in its midst. That which extends throughout the universe, I regard as my body and that which directs the universe, I regard as my nature. All people are my brothers and sisters and all things are my companion.



The Christian liturgical calendar, though primarily concerned with celebrating historical events in the life of Jesus, also links us to the cycles of the seasons. Its great Advent and Easter liturgies invite us to pause and enter into these sacred moments of the Earth’s story. Likewise, the disciples of Buddha, without considering the necessity of formal prayers, have always wished well for all creation: “May all beings be happy.” And this is the ultimate in Earth Prayer, whether we call it prayer or not.

In preparing this book we discovered that for many people today, it is not religious prayer at all, but poetry, that they turn to in their search for spiritual nourishment. Perhaps this is because so many conventional religious prayer books seem unable to consecrate the normal and the natural. Preoccupied with a world beyond this one, the revelatory power of the Earth goes unpraised.

Poetry, however, is unhampered by this dualism of sacred and profane and is more free to reach for wholeness. Its mythic images and evocative words expand our awareness, enabling us to experience ways of seeing, hearing, and feeling other than our own. Seeing and feeling with this degree of sensitivity enables the leap of consciousness into Earth Prayer. Consequently, this book draws from a great volume of world poetry.


Sometimes, when a bird cries out,

Or the wind sweeps through a tree,

Or a dog howls in a far off farm,

I hold still and listen a long time.

My world turns and goes back to the place

Where, a thousand forgotten years ago,

The bird and the blowing wind

Were like me, and were my brothers.


My soul turns into a tree,

And an animal, and a cloud bank.

Then changed and odd it comes home

And asks me questions. What should I reply?2



Over time we both came to see that the essence of Earth Prayer lies not so much in the words we use—be they poetic prayers or prayerful poems—as in the concentrated attention we give to it. The moment of prayer is always an event. Something happens. An intention offers itself; a moment of concentration and expressed vision. Like yoga or meditation, Earth Prayer is a way to collect the wandering faculties of the mind. Through prayerful concentration we sense how we are a “spoken” as well as a “speaking” reality: a receiver; a listener. We listen to the world around us and allow the impressions made upon us by the outer world, and the expressions of our inner life, to flow into one another, to enhance and reflect each other.

As we deepened our understanding of prayer, differences within the form became less important. The voices in this book address the “Lord,” the “Great Spirit,” “Wakan Tanka,” “Goddess”—each acknowledging the spiritual precedents of their culture. Underlying these differences in salutation is the recognition that the transcendent is not separate from creation. The divine may be sacred, powerful, vulnerable, or fearsome, but it is always embodied and ultimately unnameable.

Earth Prayer is a tradition with particular meaning for our time Faced as we are now with the diminishing richness and vitality of life on Earth, we need to understand and re-experience our unity with the natural world. Fostering this transformation is the challenge and task of our generation. The beauty of Earth Prayer is that it reminds us that we are not alone in this task. In forest clearings, beneath star-filled skies, in cathedrals, and before the hearth, men and women have always given voice to this impulse. In these prayers of the Earth we join our voice with theirs to call forth the healing that is so needed.

ELIZABETH ROBERTS

ELIAS AMIDON

COLORADO, 1990


I THE ECOLOGICAL SELF
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EARTH PRAYER BEGINS with our intuition of the oneness of all life. We recognize that our identity is inextricably entwined with lives beyond our own. This sense of expanded identity goes beyond human relationships. We depend upon trees, trees depend upon grasses, grasses depend upon animals, mountains depend upon oceans, the dolphin depends upon the farthest star. Physically and spiritually, we all are woven into the living processes of the Earth. We take part in—as science now tells us—a planet-sized living system. Our breathing, our acting, our thinking arise in interaction with our shared world. Our own hearts constantly beat out the cosmic rhythm within us. We cannot escape our involvement any more than we can escape breathing the air that has traveled from plants thousands of miles away.


The mountains, I become part of it …

The herbs, the fir tree, I become part of it.

The morning mists, the clouds, the gathering

I become part of it….1



When we ground our spiritual awareness in this ecological context, then the strength and wisdom of the living Earth, in all its manifestations, flows through us. Our Earth Prayer becomes a means of acting upon ourselves. It helps us to empty the self and to open our hearts to be filled with empathy and creativity.

The ecological self, like any notion of selfhood, is simply a metaphor, but it is a dynamic one. It involves our choice. We can choose at different moments to identify with different aspects of our interrelated existence—be they hunted whales, or homeless humans, or the planet itself. The prayers in this chapter remind us of this deep kinship—our bondedness with all of creation.


Look deeply: I arrive in every second

to be a bud on a spring branch,

to be a tiny bird, with wings still fragile,

    learning to sing in my new nest,

to be a caterpillar in the heart of a flower, to be a jewel hiding itself in a stone….



Please call me by my true names,

    so I can wake up,

and so the door of my heart can be left open, the door of compassion.2



These prayers seek to heal the division that has grown between us and the rest of nature. They tell us: Pay attention. Attend to the relationships alive among all forms of life. Use imagination to explore the binding curve that joins us together. Seek to know the other. Join with it. Care for it as for yourself. When the human spirit is understood in this sense, as the mode of consciousness in which we are connected to the planet as a whole, it becomes clear that our entire life is an Earth Prayer.

 

We are Nature, long have we been absent, but now we return,

We become plants, trunks, foliage, roots, bark,

We are bedded in the ground, we are rocks,

We are oaks, we grow in the openings side by side,

We browse, we are two among the wild herds, spontaneous as any,

We are two fishes swimming in the sea together,

We are what locust blossoms are, we drop scent around lanes

    mornings and evenings,

We are also the coarse smut of beasts, vegetables, minerals,

We are two predatory hawks, we soar above and look down,

We are two resplendent suns, we it is who balance ourselves

    orbic and stellar, we are as two comets,

We prowl fang’d and four-footed in the woods, we spring on prey,

We are two clouds forenoons and afternoons driving overhead,

We are seas mingling, we are two of those cheerful waves rolling

    over each other and interwetting each other,

We are what the atmosphere is, transparent, receptive, pervious,

    impervious,

We are snow, rain, cold, darkness, we are each product and

    influence of the globe,

We have circled and circled till we have arrived home again,

    we too,

We have voided all but freedom and all but our own joy.

WALT WHITMAN

The mountains, I become part of it…

The herbs, the fir tree, I become part of it.

The morning mists, the clouds, the gathering

    waters,

I become part of it.

The wilderness, the dew drops,

    the pollen …

I become part of it.

NAVAJO CHANT
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I am the one whose praise echoes on high.

I adorn all the earth.

I am the breeze that nurtures all things green.

I encourage blossoms to flourish with ripening fruits.

I am led by the spirit to feed the purest streams.

I am the rain coming from the dew

that causes the grasses to laugh with the joy of life.

I am the yearning for good.

HILDEGARD OF BINGEN


It is lovely indeed, it is lovely indeed.



I, I am the spirit within the earth.

The feet of the earth are my feet;

The legs of the earth are my legs.

The strength of the earth is my strength;

The thoughts of the earth are my thoughts;

The voice of the earth is my voice.

The feather of the earth is my feather;

All that belongs to the earth belongs to me;

All that surrounds the earth surrounds me.

I, I am the sacred works of the earth.

It is lovely indeed, it is lovely indeed.

SONG OF THE EARTH SPIRIT, NAVAJO ORIGIN LEGEND

Sometimes, when a bird cries out,

Or the wind sweeps through a tree,

Or a dog howls in a far-off farm,

I hold still and listen a long time.



My world turns and goes back to the place

Where, a thousand forgotten years ago,

The bird and the blowing wind

Were like me, and were my brothers.



My soul turns into a tree,

And an animal, and a cloud bank.

Then changed and odd it comes home

And asks me questions. What should I reply?



HERMANN HESSE

I am a feather on the bright sky

I am the blue horse that runs in the plain

I am the fish that rolls, shining, in the water

I am the shadow that follows a child

I am the evening light, the lustre of meadows

I am an eagle playing with the wind

I am a cluster of bright beads

Iam the farthest star

I am the cold of the dawn

I am the roaring of the rain

I am the glitter on the crust of the snow

I am the long track of the moon in a lake

I am a flame of four colors

I am a deer standing away in the dusk

I am a field of sumac and the pomme blanche

I am an angle of geese in the winter sky

I am the hunger of a young wolf

I am the whole dream of these things



You see, I am alive, I am alive

I stand in good relation to the earth

I stand in good relation to the gods

I stand in good relation to all that is beautiful

I stand in good relation to all the daughters of Tsen-tainte

You see, I am alive, I am alive

N. SCOTT MOMADAY


I’m the mad cosmic

Stones plants mountains

Greet me Bee rats

Lions and eagles

Stars twilights dawns

Rivers and jungles all ask me

What’s new How you doing?

And while stars and waves have something to say

It’s through my mouth they’ll say it

VICENTE HUIDOBRO

Teach your children

what we have taught our children—

that the earth is our mother.

Whatever befalls the earth

befalls the sons and daughters of the earth.

If men spit upon the ground,

they spit upon themselves.



This we know.

The earth does not belong to us;

we belong to the earth.

This we know.

All things are connected

like the blood which unites one family.

All things are connected.



Whatever befalls the earth

befalls the sons and daughters of the earth.

We did not weave the web of life;

We are merely a strand in it.

Whatever we do to the web,

we do to ourselves.

CHIEF SEATTLE

Do not say that I’ll depart tomorrow

because even today I still arrive.



Look deeply: I arrive in every second

to be a bud on a spring branch,

to be a tiny bird, with wings still fragile,

  learning to sing in my new nest,

to be a caterpillar in the heart of a flower,

to be a jewel hiding itself in a stone.



I still arrive, in order to laugh and to cry,

in order to fear and to hope,

the rhythm of my heart is the birth and

death of all that are alive.



I am the mayfly metamorphosing in the

surface of the river,

and I am the bird which, when spring comes,

arrives in time to eat the mayfly.



I am the frog swimming happily in the

clear water of a pond,

and I am also the grass-snake who,

approaching in silence,

feeds itself on the frog.

I am the child in Uganda, all skin and bones,

my legs as thin as bamboo sticks,

and I am the arms merchant, selling deadly

weapons to Uganda.



I am the 12-year-old girl, refugee

on a small boat,

who throws herself into the ocean after

being raped by a sea pirate,

and I am the pirate, my heart not yet capable

of seeing and loving.



I am a member of the politburo, with

plenty of power in my hand,

and I am the man who has to pay his

“debt of blood” to my people,

dying slowly in a forced labor camp.



My joy is like spring, so warm it makes

flowers bloom in all walks of life.

My pain is like a river of tears, so full it

fills up the four oceans.



Please call me by my true names,

so I can hear all my cries and my laughs

at once,

so I can see that my joy and pain are one.

Please call me by my true names,

so I can wake up,

and so the door of my heart can be left open,

the door of compassion.

THICH NHAT HANH

Earth mother, star mother,

You who are called by

a thousand names,

May all remember

we are cells in your body

and dance together.

You are the grain

and the loaf

That sustains us each day,

And as you are patient

with our struggles to learn

So shall we be patient

with ourselves and each other.

We are radiant light

and sacred dark

—the balance—

You are the embrace that heartens

And the freedom beyond fear.

Within you we are born

we grow, live, and die—

You bring us around the circle

to rebirth,

Within us you dance

Forever.

STARHAWK

I was born part of this earth.

My Grandmother Earth.

I was born part of this earth.

My Mother, all living beings.

I was born part of this earth.

My Grandfather, the sky.

I was born part of this earth.

My Father, all creatures of the air.

I was born part of this earth.

The eight Grandfathers.

I was born part of the earth.

The four corners of the earth.

I was born part of this earth.

The great wind giant of the North.

I was born part of this earth.

The red road of the dead.

I was born part of this earth.

The blue and black road of destruction.

I was born part of this earth.

The old ones say

the old way’s gone,

the old ones say.

Still,

I was born part of this earth.

DANIEL WESTERN

We live by the sun

We feel by the moon

We move by the stars



We live in all things

All things live in us



We eat from the earth

We drink from the rain

We breathe of the air



We live in all things

All things live in us



We call to each other

We listen to each other

Our hearts deepen with love and compassion



We live in all things

All things live in us

We depend on the trees and animals

We depend on the earth

Our minds open with wisdom and insight



We live in all things

All things live in us



We dedicate our practice to others

We include all forms of life

We celebrate the joy of living-dying



We live in all things

All things live in us



We are full of life We are full of death

We are grateful for all beings and companions

STEPHANIE KAZA, GREEN GULCH FARM

Black people, we rainclouds



closer to the sun and full of life

soaking up the knowledge of the earth

and

storing it within ourselves

moving on

to spread truth throughout the world



we black clouds.

loved and feared.

ready to explode and give new life

to a dying planet



beautiful dark clouds

casting shadows of blackness

shadows of dignity

shadows of

love

giving of ourselves to promote life

while

realizing our ability to destroy



rainclouds

we are

nature

nature

nature



natural!!!

black people, we rainclouds

closer to the sun and full of life

MARVIN WYCHE, JR.

Birds nest in my arms,

on my shoulders, behind my knees,

between my breasts there are quails,

they must think I’m a tree.

The swans think I’m a fountain,

they all come down and drink when I talk.

When sheep pass, they pass over me,

and perched on my fingers, the sparrows eat,

the ants think I’m the earth,

and men think I’m nothing.

GLORIA FUERTES

The great sea has set me in motion.

Set me adrift,

And I move as a weed in the river.



The arch of sky

And mightiness of storms

Encompasses me,

And I am left

Trembling with joy.

ESKIMO SONG



Clouds are flowing in the river, waves are flying in the sky.

Life is laughing in a pebble. Does a pebble ever die?



Flowers grow out of the garbage, such a miracle to see.

What seems dead and what seems dying makes for butterflies

to be.



Life is laughing in a pebble, flowers bathe in morning dew.

Dust is dancing in my footsteps and I wonder who is who.



Clouds are flowing in the river, clouds are drifting in my tea,

On a never-ending journey, what a miracle to be!

EVELINE BEUMKES

The force that through the green fuse drives the flower

Drives my green age; that blasts the roots of trees

Is my destroyer.

And I am dumb to tell the crooked rose

My youth is bent by the same wintry fever.



The force that drives the water through the rocks

Drives my red blood; that dries the mouthing streams

Turns mine to wax.

And I am dumb to mouth unto my veins

How at the mountain spring the same mouth sucks.



The hand that whirls the water in the pool

Stirs the quick sand; that ropes the blowing wind

Hauls my shroud sail.

And I am dumb to tell the hanging man

How of my clay is made the hangman’s lime …

DYLAN THOMAS


The man whose mind is rounded out to perfection

Knows full well

Truth is not cut in half

And things do not exist apart from the mind.



In the great Assembly of the Lotus all are present

Without divisions.

Grass, trees, the soil on which these grow

All have the same kinds of atoms.

Some are barely in motion

While others make haste along the path, but they

will all in time

Reach the Precious Island of Nirvana

Who can really maintain

That things inanimate lack buddhahood?

CHAN-JAN



We know ourselves to be made from this earth. We know this earth is made from our bodies. For we see ourselves. And we are nature. We are nature seeing nature. We are nature with a concept of nature. Nature weeping. Nature speaking of nature to nature. The red-winged blackbird flies in us, in our inner sight. We see the arc of her flight. We measure the ellipse. We predict its climax. We are amazed. We are moved. We fly. We watch her wings negotiate the wind, the substance of the air, its elements and the elements of those elements, and count those elements found in other beings, the sea urchin’s sting, ink, this paper, our bones, the flesh of our tongues with which we make the sound “blackbird,” the ear with which we hear, the eye which travels the arc of her flight. And yet the blackbird does not fly in us but in somewhere else free of our minds, and now even free of our sight, flying in the path of her own will.

SUSAN GRIFFIN

Tent tethered among jackpine and bluebells. Lacewings rise from rock incubators. Wild geese flying north. And I can’t remember who I’m supposed to be.

I want to learn how to purr. Abandon myself, have mistresses in maidenhair fern, own no tomorrow nor yesterday: a blank shimmering space forward and back. I want to think with my belly. I want to name all the stars animals flowers birds rocks in order to forget them, start over again. I want to wear the seasons, harlequin, become ancient and etched by weather. I want to be snow pulse, ruminating ungulate, pebble at the bottom of the abyss, candle burning darkness rather than flame. I want to peer at things shameless, observe the unfastening, that stripping of shape by dusk. I want to sit in the meadow a rotten stump pungent with slimemold, home for pupae and grubs, concentric rings collapsing into the passacaglia of time. I want to crawl inside someone and hibernate one entire night with no clocks to wake me, thighs fragrant loam. I want to melt. I want to swim naked with an otter. I want to turn insideout, exchange nuclei with the Sun. Toward the mythic kingdom of summer I want to make blind motion, using my ribs as a raft, following the spiders as they set sail on their tasselled shining silk. Sometimes even a single feather’s enough to fly.

ROBERT MACLEAN

I am of the family of the universe, and with all of us together I do not fear being alone; I can reach out and touch a rock or a hand or dip my feet in water. Always there is some body close by, and when I speak I am answered by a plane’s roar or the bird’s whistling or the voices of others in conversation far apart from me. When I lie down to sleep, I am in the company of the dark and the stars.

Breathe to me, sheep in the meadow. Sun and moon, my father and my father’s brother, kiss me on the brow with your light. My sister, earth, holds me up to be kissed. Sun and moon, I smile at you both and spread my arms in affection and lay myself down at full length for the earth to know I love it too and am never to be separated from it. In no way shall death part us.

DAVID IGNATOW


Those who are dead are never gone:

They are there in the thickening shadow.

The dead are not under the earth;

they are in the tree that rustles,

they are in the wood that groans,

they are in the water that sleeps,

they are in the hut, they are in the crowd,

the dead are not dead.



Those who are dead are never gone,

they are in the breast of the woman,

they are in the child who is wailing

and in the firebrand that flames.

The dead are not under the earth:

they are in the fire that is dying,

they are in the grasses that weep,

they are in the whimpering rocks,

they are in the forest, they are in the house,

the dead are not dead.

BIRAGO DIOP

Do not stand at my grave and weep

I am not there. I do not sleep.



I am a thousand winds that blow.

I am the diamond glint on snow.



I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

Iam the gentle autumn rain.



When you wake in the morning hush

I am the swift, uplifting rush

of quiet birds in circling flight.

I am the soft starlight at night.



Do not stand at my grave

and weep.

I am not there. I do not sleep.

JOYCE FOSSEN

A long time I have lived with you

And now we must be going

Separately to be together.

Perhaps I shall be the wind

To blur your smooth waters

So that you do not see your face too much.

Perhaps I shall be the star

To guide your uncertain wings

So that you have direction in the night.

Perhaps I shall be the fire

To separate your thoughts

So that you do not give up.

Perhaps I shall be the rain

To open up the earth

So that your seed may fall.

Perhaps I shall be the snow

To let your blossoms sleep

So that you may bloom in spring.

Perhaps I shall be the stream
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