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      “Nicholas Brink’s Trance Journeys of the Hunter-Gatherers suggests ecstatic trance is the most visceral way to be one with Earth. We speak the language of the goddess when we use sacred body postures to embrace our inherent shamanic powers. His hugely important book matures our ecstatic trance work since 1977, the year Felicitas Goodman found the magical key into the hunter-gatherer world. Sacred postures are now spreading all over the world, helping us regain our full spiritual consciousness, the fabled New Dawn. As more and more people use daily ritual to stay directly connected with Earth, the Great Mother nurtures them by offering her knowledge. This book is a must-read for anyone who wants to explore shamanism to help save the Earth.”

      BARBARA HAND CLOW,

AUTHOR OF THE MIND CHRONICLES AND

CERTIFIED TEACHER FOR THE CUYAMUNGUE INSTITUTE

      “We are indeed entering a new era in the eventful history of humankind on the planet. This can only be an era where we recognize our common origins and essential connections to each other, to the Earth, and to the cosmos; for it will either be an era of this ‘re-cognition’ or it will not be an era at all but the end of the human adventure. Nicholas Brink helps us access this deeper reality the ancients called the Akasha and that the new physics knows is the deeper reality of the cosmos. His book is a precious resource and a great contribution to our shared future.”

      ERVIN LASZLO, AUTHOR OF THE IMMORTAL MIND

      “Trance Journeys of the Hunter-Gatherers is a masterful call to action with a passionate vision for how we can effectively participate in the time-critical, eco-spiritual awakening that is occurring now in Earth’s evolution. . . . Nick Brink has formulated a brilliant new spiritual lexicon to help us access and unlock the deeper meaning expressed in our multidimensional metaphoric journeys. For anyone who has had an experience with the ritual postures, or is considering learning more about them, reading this book is as close an experience that one could have to intrinsically feel the magnificence of what is truly possible in regaining our cosmic spiritual citizenship as evolutionary co-creators with Mother Earth.”

      MARIANNE CARROLL, ASTROLOGER AND

CERTIFIED INSTRUCTOR IN THE CUYAMUNGUE METHOD OF

ECSTATIC RITUAL TRANCE POSTURES
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      Among the many pieces written by essayist and naturalist Gary Gripp that he has shared with me, this prologue well describes a person who believes that the ways we have been living our lives are all wrong. Gary, whose life has been dedicated to the remote regions of Central Oregon, has done his best to live his own life in a manner that is at one with the Earth. “The Meaning of Life” describes how he was led to his current beliefs and offers the groundwork for how we should lead our own lives in order to save the Earth, if it is not already too late. There are those classic naturalists who in our collective past brought alive this enchantment of the Earth: Henry Thoreau, John Muir, and Aldo Leopold, to name a few. But it is rare that any of us have the opportunity to personally know such a person, and I rank Gary among those great figures. Through his childhood experiences in nature, and thanks to the support of his mother, he has been able to maintain his connectedness with the Earth, a connectedness that is so natural for young children. This naturalness of children is generally destroyed by our educational and religious systems as well as through a lack of parental understanding of the importance of our connection with nature. Gary has written many essays that I have found most enlightening, essays that are available on his website, 
www.wildearthman.com.

       

    

  
    
      
        PROLOGUE
      

      
        THE MEANING OF LIFE
      

      
        By Gary Gripp
      

      Many a human being has pondered the meaning of life, and the results represent a range from no meaning at all (the nihilistic perspective), to some institutional (religious) perspectives, to the highly personal. My own take on the meaning of life is nowhere on this continuum, because I represent a perspective that is not necessarily human-centered, even though I am a human, and the product of a human-centered culture. Within that culture, and the society it informs, I am a near anomaly, and as such, part of an extremely marginalized minority. Amid the controversy about meaning and meaninglessness I hold to a position that I regard as rock-solid . . . well, really, more solid, more dependable, more enduring than any rock ever was or will be. But before I share with you the meaning of Life, I want to briefly explore how I came to the moral stance of giving my first allegiance and loyalty not to my own kind, but to the Whole, to Mother Nature herself.

      When I was eight, nine, and ten, I lived on a remote lake in Northern California. It was far enough out in the sticks that I had to walk or be driven three miles on a dirt road to get to the school bus turnaround, which was itself fifteen miles outside of the six-hundred–person town where the school was located. This entire area, even today, is still remote and unsettled enough to have no franchise fast-food outlets whatsoever. But it was not the school or the town that had such a big effect on me; it was the lake.

      The lake was on the Pacific Flyway, which then supported six million waterfowl migrating South, then North, then South again with the changing seasons. Our lake was in sight of Mt. Shasta, except at those times when the ducks and geese were on the fly and so filled the sky with their wing beats and raucous cries that they made the mountain disappear. There were lesser and greater Canadian honkers, and it was a delight to see them fold back their wings and stretch out their webbed feet as a squadron of them cruised in for a landing in the lake that was our front yard. The ducks would poke around in the tulles and cattails, feeding on whatever they could find there. Grebes would also fly in with the ducks and geese, and for some reason we called them hell divers. There were also black-bodied white-billed coots, which we called mud hens, and unlike the ducks and geese that could rise off the water with graceful alacrity, the mud hens had to flap and flap and kind of run along the lake’s surface for a good long way before they finally achieved flight. I had the use of the family rowboat then, and had developed a slow, gentle stroke that would take me out among all these birds feeding or squabbling or sunning themselves on the odd protruding log, or just paddling easily along, sometimes in formation and sometimes in broken ranks.

      My young mind and sensibility took all this in with an excited delight. The part of me that was trying to be a hunter wanted to exploit all of this bounty with my new .22 rifle—or at least there was a voice in my ear telling me that I should be thinking along these lines. But mainly I just enjoyed being out in the middle of so much Life, embodied among so many life forms. The geese would gather in the fields across the lake and feed by the hundreds and thousands. One day when I was watching them feed and take off and land and feed some more, something happened to make all of them take off at once and fill the sky as a mass, and then break off into their own flocks and form their characteristic lopsided V shapes as they headed to their next destination. When I looked back to where they had been feeding I noticed some movement. It was a goose trying to fly but unable to get off the ground. I told my mom I was going to go get that goose and bring it home, and she gave her consent. I rowed across the lake as quickly as I could, jumped out of the boat, and ran down that goose, amid much drama and noisy complaints. I stuffed it in a gunny sack, tied it off, and deposited the goose in the stern. By the time I got to our side of the lake it had settled down a bit, and I got it to the house with only a bit of a struggle. When I opened the sack in our living room, Mom looked the goose over and determined that it had been shot in the shoulder and had broken its wing bone. “What should we do with it?” I asked. “What do you want to do with it?” she asked in return. I thought about how it would be good for at least a couple of dinners, and how this would be my first goose, and how much the family would appreciate me for bringing a fresh goose to the table. Sitting in our small living room, so composed, the bird seemed very large, and not just large, but stately, its eyes alert but not alarmed. What would I do with it? Shoot it in the head with my .22? Take an axe to its neck?

      Looking at it without the excitement of the chase and finally giving it my full attention, I began to realize that this goose was its own being, just like I was my own being, and I just didn’t have it in me to take this being’s life. Mom helped me get it back in the bag, and I rowed it back to where I had found it and turned it loose. It occurred to me that a coyote might end up having a goose dinner that night, but that was out of my control. I had gone to a bit of trouble to catch that goose and bring it home and bring it back again, but I now knew something I hadn’t known before: in just the same way that all dogs are the same and yet each is an individual, and just as all people are the same and yet each is an individual, so too are geese all the same and yet each has its own essence and will to live and even its own sense of dignity. I saw that in the living room of our house when I was nine years old, when a wild creature brought into an alien enclosure showed me something of itself—its personhood.

      As Fall turned into Winter, only a few ducks and geese stayed on at our lake. Then in the Spring they came back again by the tens of thousands, on their way North. Next fall they came back again, and I then began to see that there was a pattern here, a cycle, and that this was part of something much bigger than me or my family, bigger, even, than all humankind. This was Nature, and Nature was the source of all this abundant life around me, as well as my own life and that of my family and of all of humanity. Nature was the source of all Life, and Life was good, and Nature was good because Nature was the source of Life.

      The Korean War was going on back then—1950, ’51, and ’52—and this last little bit of the last frontier was a rarity in the world even then. The experience I had then is now available to almost no one. In the year 1900, the Pacific Flyway supported twelve million migratory waterfowl. In 1950 it was six million. Today it is just about a million. There is a pattern and a trajectory here. In 1950 there were about 150 million people in the good ’ole U.S. of A. Now we have more than doubled that number. There is a pattern and a trajectory here, too.

      I got a taste for life in all its abundance when there was still a little abundance left. It was a remnant then, and now only a remnant of a remnant remains. Before my European ancestors arrived on this continent half a millennium ago, North America was the very picture of natural abundance. Life thrived here; ecosystems were intact; there was integrity, stability, and beauty within the biotic community. Nature was whole. From my perspective, this is what it is all about. The meaning of Life is Life fully expressed. It is Life in dynamic balance, in all its complexity, diversity, and abundance. If you were to ask me for my best vision of the future, it would be a continuation of this 3.8 billion years of geo-biological evolution—with or without the human being.

      Being still a partisan for my own species, I would prefer a human presence within the Community of Life on a thriving planet. Right now that isn’t looking very likely, as we drive to extinction two hundred species a day while devouring the planet in order to feed our addictions and our growing numbers. Something in this equation has got to change. I would like for that change to occur within the single species that is taking the rest of the world down with it, but failing that, my deepest loyalty goes to Life itself, to the Community of Life and to a living planet. If the only way for the great experiment of Life to go forward is for this one species to die out, then I say: the sooner the better, because the meaning of Life is more Life, and not what we are seeing now.

       

      GARY GRIPP lives, hikes, and writes in the Cascade Mountains of Western Oregon, where he also served for many years as a Wilderness Ranger—the dream job he worked up to after five years of teaching university English. As it turned out, those three years on the lake shaped the rest of his life, providing him with a nature-centric view of the world and a waking-dream-vision indicating that he would become a writer and share this perspective with others. To that end, he is now working on a book project where he attempts to explain to a future survivor where the people of his own time and culture went wrong, and how things came to be the way they are.

    

  
    
      
        INTRODUCTION
      

      
        TO SAVE THE EARTH IS TO SAVE OURSELVES
      

      
        We are living in a time of crisis: we see this in the environment, but above all we see this in mankind . . . Man is not in charge today, money is in charge, money rules. God our Father did not give the task of caring for the Earth to money, but to us, to men and women: we have this task! Instead, men and women are sacrificed to the idols of profit and consumption: it is the “culture of waste.”
      

      POPE FRANCIS, STANDING UP FOR THE POOR

AND THE ENVIRONMENT, VATICAN RADIO, JUNE 5, 2013

      To save the Earth*1 is to save ourselves. Our capitalistic and technological/industrial way of life considers everything of the Earth as just another commodity from which to create monetary gain, and we ourselves are just one of those commodities, expendable, to be thrown in the landfill when our usefulness has expired. Forests are destroyed, and fertile soil becomes toxic, to be washed away by the rain or blown away by the wind. Wetlands are filled in with developments, and approximately ten thousand species disappear from the Earth every single year. As we greedily capitalize on the Earth’s “resources,” her flora, fauna, and elements, we are hastening toward extinction. This includes humankind. In our dualistic view of seeing ourselves as separate from the Earth and from other beings, we are destroying our Great Earth Mother and ourselves.

      Where did our thinking, our consciousness go so wrong? Over generations the view that places human beings above all else has become completely engrained. For the last 400 years scientists and philosophers have taught that the only life on Earth with a soul, the only species with consciousness, is Homo sapiens. The rest of life is soulless, without sentience. As Brian Swimme, a modern-day philosopher and cosmologist, puts it:

      For Descartes, only human beings had a soul, only humans were conscious and had feelings. Given this attitude and the scientific motivation for control, the way was open for unbridled experimentation, including vivisection. Animals could not feel any pain, said Descartes, because they were no more than biological machines. By extension, plants, rocks, rivers, oceans, and atmospheres certainly could feel no pain, could suffer no dis-ease. Science, and its stepchild, technology, could—did, and does—carry out Francis Bacon’s dictum of “putting nature to the rack,” excavating and exploiting the environment in the name of research and social progress.1

      But even before Descartes we humans were in the process of exploiting and destroying the Earth.

      
        FROM HUNTING AND GATHERING TO CULTIVATION AND DOMESTICATION

        The cultural myth that we are to have dominion over the Earth is biblically justified as a mandate from God. For those scholars of the Bible who believe that the Earth was created 6,000 years ago, this biblical mandate must have been written less than 6,000 years ago, yet our domination began approximately 10,000 years ago. It was then that we as humans began to leave our hunting and gathering ways in favor of controlling the Earth through agriculture and the domestication of our fellow animals. According to Jim Mason, an author and attorney who focuses on human/animal concerns, humankind’s domination over the Earth “was already there when the Bible, even the oldest parts, were written.”2 Our destruction of the Earth is most apparent now, but it was apparent back then with the gradual progression of agricultural cultivation from East to West between 7500 and 5000 BCE: from the area known as the Fertile Crescent, between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in what is now Iraq; into Eastern Europe; along the Mediterranean; and then North from Greece into the Balkans and the Danube Valley. As described by British archeologist Barry Cunliffe, this migration of agricultural ways to the West occurred because the agriculturists had to continually leave behind the soil they depleted, soil that would become the deserts of the Near East as they moved to more fertile ground in which to grow their crops.3

        Thus the hunters and gatherers left or were exiled from their paradise, the Garden of Eden—in Nordic mythology, the Garden of Idunn4—when they took up cultivation and domestication of the Earth with their new so-called knowledge of good and evil. Up until that time the hunting-and-gathering peoples were one with the Earth and appreciated the Earth’s ability to sustain them with her flora and fauna. Mason recognizes that the biblical story of Adam and Eve, of being thrown out of the Garden of Eden, is the story that metaphorically explains the beginning of our separation from the Earth, the end of our sense of being one with the Earth.5 American anthropologist and linguist Felicitas Goodman beautifully and succinctly describes this early time. According to Goodman, the hunter-gatherers arrived on the scene no earlier than 200,000 years ago. She explains:

        In a very real way, the hunters and gatherers open the first chapter of our human history. And fittingly, this dawning was as close to paradise as humans have ever been able to achieve. The men did the hunting and scavenging, working for about three hours a week, and the women took care of daily sustenance by gathering vegetal food and small animals. It was such a harmonious existence, such a successful adaptation, that it did not materially alter for many thousands of years. This view is not romanticizing matters. Those hunter-gatherer societies that have survived into the present still pursue the same lifestyle, and we are quite familiar with it from contemporary anthropological observation. Despite the unavoidable privations of human existence, despite occasional hunger, illness and other trials, what makes their life way so enviable is the fact that knowing every nook and cranny of their home territory and all that grows and lives in it, the bands make their regular rounds and take only what they need. By modern calculations, that amounted to only about 10 percent of the yield, easily recoverable under undisturbed conditions. They live a life of total balance, because they do not aspire to control their habitat; they are a part of it.6

        This picture of the hunter-gatherers has been documented by many other authorities, including American anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, in his book Stone Age Economics.7 As well, cosmologist and geologian (he has been called an “ecotheologian”) Thomas Berry describes this same period in prehistory:

        In our early tribal period we lived in a world dominated by psychic power symbols, whereby life was guided toward communion with our total human and transhuman environment. We felt ourselves sustained by a cosmic presence that went beyond the surface reality of the surrounding natural world. The human sense of an all-pervasive, numinous, or sacred power gave to life a deep security. It enabled us over a long period of time to establish ourselves within a realm of consciousness of high spiritual, social and artistic development.8

      

      
        POSTCAPITALISM AND TECHNOLOGY

        Something, though, is happening now to change the downward spiral of modern existence. There are many of us who are beginning to wake up and see ourselves as not just another commodity, and the Earth as not just another commodity. We are beginning to realize that we are part of the Earth, one with the Earth, part of the Great Mother who sustains us. The duality between us and everything else, the other, is dissolving. As sociologist Robert Bellah states, “We must have to treat others as part of who we are rather than as a ‘them’ with whom we are in constant competition.”9

        The old assumption was that we stand separate from and superior to the rest of the experienced world, with the subject being “me” and all the rest the objective “other.” This dichotomy is no longer compatible even with modern science. According to Thomas Berry, “A countermovement toward integration and interior subjective processes is taking place within a more comprehensive vision of the entire universe. We see ourselves now not as Olympian observers against an objective world, but as a functional expression of that very world itself.”10 Joanna Macy, an environmental activist, author, and scholar of Buddhism, general systems theory, and deep ecology, says, “From living systems theory and systems cybernetics emerges a process view of the self as inseparable from the web of relationships that sustain it.”11 Swedish writer and Mayanist Carl Calleman states, “The separation from the divine source that the dualist frame of consciousness has caused will disappear as a result of the evolution of consciousness, and it has been said that this separation is the sole cause of human suffering.”12 We are recognizing that all of Earth is interdependent. To paraphrase Joanna Macy, I would not cut off my leg because it is separate from the rest of me, and we cannot cut down a tree in the Amazon because it is also part of us; trees are our external lungs.13 We are all interdependent. The tree is my source of oxygen, and I depend on oxygen as much as or even more than I depend on my leg. I am not just that which exists inside my skin and thus ready to use up anything that is not “me,” anything that is outside of my skin. We are all intertwined; the Earth and everything on, in, and above it are interrelated. If a part of us is separated from the rest, it dies.

        For millennia our rational, scientific way of thinking has been to separate each species of flora and fauna and each element of the Earth in an attempt to understand each part rationally and scientifically. We have separated each species and each substance from all others as a way to study and understand nature, and through this study and so-called understanding we in our greed and hubris have sought and found ways to profit from this mistaken thinking. Now we are beginning to realize that this path has led us to the Earth’s destruction. As Indian activist and editor Satish Kumar says, “Learning about each species is not learning from each species.”14 Everything around us, when we become part of it, has much to teach us. Science tells us that each part of our body has something to cybernetically teach, and learn from, every other part of our body at any given moment. Extending this beyond our own skin, we have much to learn from everything around us, every part of the Earth, below, on her surface, and above her. We realize that our body is composed of unending cybernetic loops of communication through the myriad of hormones, amino acids, and other chemicals that tell each cell and each organ of our body what it needs at any given moment. These communication loops are everywhere, all around us, not just within our own body, but connecting us with everything else that is beyond our individual bodies. Yet science’s discovery of this fact of life still misses something that our hunter-gatherer ancestors knew: the sheer spiritual power of being one with the environment, of experiencing the spirits of everything around them and learning from these spirits. This book is about how to do just that—how to make these interconnections spiritually alive for us, and how to become one with the the Earth. As we become one with the Earth, we again experience it as enchanted.

        Like Gary Gripp’s journey, each of us will have a very personal journey of finding oneness with the Earth. Yet listening to the personal journeys of diverse yet similar others can synergistically add to our own personal experience of discovery. As we begin our journey to find oneness with our Great Mother, we need leaders and teachers to renew within us that which was lost when we became the rational adults we were trained by society to be.

      

      
        SPIRITUAL ECOLOGY

        Something is happening in our world of consciousness. Many of us are insisting on eating organic foods, foods not grown and made toxic with herbicides and pesticides. People are turning to solar and wind energy and driving less. People are recycling and putting less in our overflowing landfills. People are out on the streets demonstrating against the Keystone XL pipeline and against fracking for natural gas. People are demonstrating to protect the whales, wolves, polar bears, and other species from imminent extinction. People are refusing to shop at giant big-box stores and choosing local businesses that support local communities and local farmers. People are lobbying hard for an end to the genetically modified so-called food being shoved down our throats. Much is happening that demonstrates a concern for ecology, for protecting Mother Earth. But this is not enough. A basic change in our consciousness, in the way we look at the Earth, is needed. We must see ourselves as being one with nature, and not superior to and separate from the world, from its flora and fauna, and from all the features and substances of the Earth. We are not the final end of an evolutionary continuum but part of the Earth, where we will continue to evolve only if we evolve with her. According to American author, ecologist, forester, and environmentalist Aldo Leopold, we “are only fellow-voyagers with other creatures in the odyssey of evolution.”15

        So how do we become one with the Earth?

        Paying attention to everything around us, stalking the world like a cat,16 is a beginning. But there are ways to become even more deeply and spiritually part of everything that is around us. Using our imagination to experience what everything in the world is experiencing brings us even closer to being one with the world. Thomas Berry believes that all of creativity is derived “from the visionary power that is experienced most profoundly when we are immersed in the depths of our own being and of the cosmic order itself in the dream world that unfolds within us in our sleep, or in those visionary moments that seize upon us in our waking hours.”17 He believes that we again have to embrace our inherent shamanic abilities to attain those visionary moments, moments that are so natural to children but become lost to rational thinking as we become adults. As we progress in our pursuit of becoming one with the Earth, we will discover that we can readily reconnect with these visionary moments we once experienced in childhood by going into trance, where we can attain through the power of an altered state of consciousness a much deeper integration with the Earth, with the spirits of our Great Mother. Trance allows us to see through the eyes of each species of flora and fauna, of the animate and the supposedly inanimate, of that which is deep within the Earth, on the Earth’s surface, and above the Earth, in each corner of the cosmos, in each nook and cranny of everything.

        Early humans were one with the Earth. As so aptly stated by cosmologist and philosopher Christian de Quincey,

        There was a time when our ancestors moved with the animals and sang with the wild symphony of the natural world—the swoop of a hawk, the roar of a waterfall, the whisper of evening breezes, the kiss of moonlight. We lived in the world, responded to its felt and subtle messages, understood its deeper meanings. We not only communed with nature, we were in open communication with all its great variety of sounds and rhythms. In short, we understood and spoke the language of nature.18

        According to Thomas Berry, in earliest times our consciousness was participatory, that is, we participated within the circle of intimacy of all things and with one another. But this participatory consciousness was “perhaps undifferentiated to its distinct sense of self and other, and almost certainly had no sense of what we currently understand as unrepeatable developmental movement over immense expanse of time.”19 This earliest era was identified by German philosopher, linguist, and poet Jean Gebser (1905–1973) as the archaic era, in which consciousness is likened to a state of deep sleep, a dreamlike state.20 This state of trance is not a lot different from, although deeper than, ecstatic trance, which is the shamanic state of trance that we will experience in this book, and which I believe is an important tool in relearning how to become one with the Earth.

        When we no longer ran with the animals as our ancestors did and no longer experienced being one of them, we separated ourselves. And as we separated ourselves from the Earth, we created gods and god myths in an attempt to fill the sense of emptiness created by this separation. But the gods and myths were artificial, an inadequate attempt to connect with nature on some level. According to psychologist and historian Bob Curran, at some point in our collective past we created a god known as the Green Man, with his myth and magic, to fill that which we had lost, to re-establish a sense of connectedness with nature.21 Trance can bring us back to being one with nature. Early humans’ consciousness has been likened to dreaming, and trance brings us back to that fluid dreaming state.

        James Lawer, a practicing druid and the provost of New York–based Druid College, as well as an instructor of ecstatic trance, talks of being at the edge, referring to the energetic field or aura that extends beyond the physical boundaries of living things. This edge is all around us because the life of the other is all around us. We can feel the edge of the personal space around a tree; we need to learn to stop at that edge and ask permission to move closer.22 We need to be aware of this edge and show respect for it, and for all such edges that are all around us. This edge is easily experienced in trance. Trance enlivens the auras of all beings, auras that when seen and experienced allow us to communicate with those beings, so that we can learn about the needs and concerns of those beings. Experiencing beings’ auras brings us to a state of communion with nature.

        As we shall see throughout this book, ritual is a key element in accessing the trance state. Physician, psychologist, and practitioner of integrative medicine and Native American healing Lewis Mehl-Madrona, in Healing the Mind through the Power of Story; and writer and shaman Hyemeyohsts Storm, in Seven Arrows, identify the use of ritual as central and necessary in gaining oneness with the Earth. As we will see, the ritual developed by Felicitas Goodman that we use to invoke the trance state involves calling the spirits of each direction, thus very directly bringing one into contact with the spirits of the Earth, as these spirits are considered living entities. Goodman’s method to induce ecstatic trance is Earth oriented. The New Dawn, Nydagan, is upon us. It will usher in a new world of peace and compassion, and will be characterized by time-free transparency, in which we will be able to shift between the dimensions and access the realm of magic that was so real to our ancient ancestors. This era will move humanity beyond its rational, scientific, but impotent way of experiencing the Earth and return to us the ability to experience an earlier era’s oneness consciousness. Let us explore this, now, in the coming pages.
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      BECOMING ONE WITH THE GREAT MOTHER

      
        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

      What does it mean to be one with the Earth and with the cosmos? First, it means to recognize, value, and venerate the interdependence of everything. Consider something as basic to life as walking. Wherever we step, whatever we touch and disturb, is a form of interaction with the Earth and therefore should be done with sacred awareness, the awareness of what effect it has on our interdependence. A simple example we can all relate to are the signs in the national parks and certain other natural areas that ask us to stay on the trail while we hike. We need to cultivate the awareness that the life forms we may step on, the steps we take that compact the Earth may harm the microbes and other microorganisms on which life depends, thus our steps diminish our interdependence. Yet walking, taking steps, is central to our daily activities. That is why it is important to cultivate a sense of awareness, of respect and reverence for the Earth, even when walking.

      What is this “everything” of which we need to be aware? First it includes all the flora and fauna of the Earth, because it is these life forms that provide us with what sustains us, with our nourishment. In considering human evolution, all flora and fauna are our ancestors. Our ancestors also include all other substances and geological features—the valleys, mountains, rivers, lakes, rocks, soil, and all that is within the soil, as well as the weather, with its wind, rain, and the different temperatures, which provide the living conditions for all living things. One thing I recently learned in reading cosmologist Brian Swimme is that our ancestors also include the stars.1 In the process of the creation of the stars, the elements were formed—the elements that we have studied in chemistry that are part of the periodic table of elements, the elements that compose every substance known to us. In this sense we need to consider ourselves as also being one with the stars and the formation of the universe itself.

      This evolution, from the beginning of time, from the Big Bang that formed the gases, the hydrogen and helium, eventually formed the stars and the universe with its many galaxies and innumerable planets. This led to the creation of our Earth, a planet that has provided the conditions that have sustained life for eons. This evolution was purposeful in the sense that the entire universe was formed with a sense of interdependence; the size, nature, and distance of each planet from its sun is determined by and determines the strength of the gravitational fields that hold them in place. And as life evolves in this interdependent dance, the habitat in which each organism lives provides the balanced conditions that sustain it. This is an ongoing process, continually changing, each change requiring other changes to maintain the balance that sustains life and the environment. Again, to be one with the Earth we must be aware of this continuing process of evolution and balance.

      
        THE NEW AWARENESS OF INTERDEPENDENCE

        By definition interdependence is mutual need whether for support, survival, help, or something else. It can arise between two or more individuals or between groups. However, interdependence is also understood in a much broader spiritual context as the intrinsic relationship between humanity’s consciousness and the reality we perceive around us. In this way, interdependence describes what we call oneness, the unity of everything.

        Becoming aware of our interdependence with all of life and the cosmos naturally imparts a sense of oneness with the Earth. This awareness is not something new in the thinking of humankind. According to Elinor Gadon in her book The Once and Future Goddess:

        The upper Paleolithic (ca. 35,000–9000 BCE) was a “revolutionary” period in human evolution. There was a virtual explosion of symbolic behavior. Ice Age people were fully evolved humans much like ourselves, capable of speaking and comprehending symbolic based language and of established communities with shared norms and values. Like us, they must have speculated about the origin of life and the meaning of death. The earliest human intuition of the sacred was that the earth was the source of all life and ground of being.2

        The writings of the anthropologist Marija Gimbutas have provided extensive research that shows that the people of that earlier era worshiped the divine feminine. Riane Eisler brought this divine feminine research more to the awareness of the general public in her book The Chalice and the Blade, and it has been popularized by the books written by Jean Auel in her Earth’s Children series.

        About 10,000 years ago humankind began to lose the power of the magic of this earliest hunter-gatherer consciousness when humans began controlling the Earth with the discovery of how they could grow their own food and domesticate animals. With the development of early agriculture, dominion over the Earth became the religion along with the worship of a controlling masculine god. Gadon writes of the invasion of a “warlike people who overran Old European civilization” and how by 1500 BCE “the Goddess would have to share her domain with male gods.”3

        But now as we relearn the importance of our interdependence with all life, we are again moving toward the veneration of our Earth Mother, the Mother Goddess, the awakening of the divine feminine. Gadon notes, “The first signs of the Goddess’s return were in the nineteenth-century Romanatic Movement with its renewed appreciation of nature and emphasis on the imagination and emotions.”4 According to David McClelland, “Men represent powerful activity as assertion and aggression, women in contrast portray acts of nurturance as acts of strength.”5 In continuing our control over nature, our destruction of the Earth, we are acting in the same way life has been led over the last 10,000 to 15,000 years—the ways of men, the ways of assertion and aggression—but to move on to the time-free and transparent world of the nurturing Goddess we must reclaim and bring forward the strength and power of the nurturing magic of the much earlier Goddess culture. This awakening is now being led by a long list of women who voice reemergence of the feminine including Joanna Macy, Mary Evelyn Tucker, Elinor Gadon, Vandana Shiva, Barbara Hand Clow, and Carol Gilligan, among others.

        The study of interdependence from the perspective of biology, sociology, physiology, botany, and many other academic disciplines is important, but is usually limited to a study of mutually dependent relationships; this approach often misses the big picture. Scientific research is generally experienced as “objective” and may not be personal or at the subjective level of feeling one with the Earth. Classical psychology has similarly operated from a dualistic, “objective” point of view, however, the new field of narrative psychology, as exemplified in the work of Lewis Mehl-Madrona and others, is concerned with how human beings deal with experience by constructing stories and listening to the stories of others. Operating under the assumption that human activity and experience is filled with meaning and stories, rather than logical arguments or lawful formulations, narrative psychology is the study of how human beings construct stories to deal with experiences. As this book progresses we will hear many such personal narratives as recorded by those who have undertaken ecstatic trance journeys. In sharing these ecstatic narratives, we can each relate to them in diverse ways. These narratives can elevate us to a higher level of spiritual consciousness in allowing us to recognize the diversity and similarities of all life on Earth. Stories like these have been told by our ancestors for millennia, in the many myths of Earth’s creation and the creation and purpose of the flora and fauna of the Earth. Though scientists and academics might point to the falseness and inaccuracy of such stories, they nevertheless connect people with nature in a very real and sacred sense.6

        Thomas Berry suggests that the way to reconnect with nature is through our nighttime dreams and waking visions, and by becoming one with the shamanic personality.7 These dreams and visions are ways of creating our own myths and stories—stories not much different from those of our ancestors and that continue to be so natural for the true children of the Earth. We will examine and learn from these ways of reconnecting in the next chapters, which is the core of this book. We have different ways to reconnect and become one with the Great Mother Earth at our disposal: we can learn how present-day hunting-and-gathering tribes of the Earth, and particularly their shamans, relate to the Earth; and we can also experience this ancient hunting-and-gathering way of life by journeying in ecstatic trance.

        Life forms other than we modern Homo sapiens live in an interdependent way instinctively. That is what makes us different from the rest of life. Our consciousness and knowledge of these interdependencies, and our free will to live in a way that either supports these interdependencies or interferes with them makes us different. It is this free will and knowledge that has led to our being thrown out of the Garden of Eden, when we began our 10,000-year-old journey of controlling the Earth through agriculture, domestication of animals, and otherwise exerting dominion over the Earth. This kind of control has led to the destruction of nature and the extinction of species. As Aldo Leopold so aptly states,

        The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away, but He is no longer the only one to do so. When some remote ancestor of ours invented the shovel, he became a giver: he could plant a tree. And when the axe was invented, he became the taker: he could chop it down. Whoever owns land has thus assumed, whether he knows it or not, the divine functions of creating and destroying plants.8

        With our free will and new knowledge we have the opportunity to change, but it will take all of us following the growing number of elders who recognize the need for us to become one with everything of the Earth. Environmentalist of Ojibwe ancestry Winona LaDuke writes:

        In the time of Thunderbeings and Underwater Serpents, the humans, animals, and plants conversed and carried on lives of mischief, wonder, and mundane tasks. The prophets told of times ahead, explained the causes of the deluge of past, and predicted the two paths of the future: one scorched and one green, one of which the Anishinaabe would have to choose.9

        The Anishinaabe people have the free will to choose. For our salvation we must too choose; we must choose the interdependent green path. Our role in this interdependent world is to take what we need to survive, but our taking must be done with a sense of understanding its effect on all other life forms, and with a sense of sacredness, taking no more than what we need. As with the American Indian*2 peoples who, when taking the life of the other, offer a token of appreciation and thanks to the other, for example, a pinch of tobacco or cornmeal, we need to embrace this concept with the understanding that there will come a time when it will be our turn to give ourselves to the other. In the time that I have spent with Indian peoples I have heard them say, “Today is a good day to die!” This expresses an attitude of recognition of their role in this interdependent cycle of life.

      

      
        BECOMING AN ELDER

        We have now begun to recognize our destructive impact on the Earth and the need to change our ways, reestablishing our place among all life forms in becoming one with all that is of the Earth. We are capable of
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