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  Endorsements



  “This is a profound book. The author presents the big picture and shows how humanity can live in harmony with the living earth”.

  Satish Kumar, Editor, Resurgence

  Nurtured by rich personal experiences of nature and much critical reading, the author develops deeply challenging reflections about our attitude to planet Earth and the web of life. He shows how our cultural worldview requires a radical paradigm shift - a new awakening and awareness that moves from an egocentric to an ecocentric consciousness and life stance.

  An incisive and most helpful guide for developing an Earth-centred spirituality that is integral and holistic, collaborative rather than competitive, enabling us to become partners and co-creators of Gaia. May this inspiring book find many readers, especially among the young.

  Ursula King

  Professor Emerita of Theology and Religious Studies

  University of Bristol

  January 2011

  In the tradition of Thomas Berry and Mat hew Fox, Sky McCain’s book Earthen Spirituality is taking us by the shoulders, giving us a rough shake, and shouting in our faces, “The redemption of humankind lies not with right relationship with some father god in the sky, but in right relationship with our mother the Earth.” His book is an articulate and moving cry for a new and global religious reformation, a cal to return to sanity that touches not only our bodies and minds, but our spirits as well.

  John R. Mabry, former editor CREATION SPIRITUALITY magazine

  This book is beautifully written, elegantly argued, heart-warming as well as mind-warning and utterly necessary. As a Christian Priest who is also a ‘bardic’ member of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids, I was especially interested in the chapter Paganism and Christianity. Here, in relatively few words, the author leaves no stone unturned. He then take us on an exciting journey through the many twists and turns of nature based spirituality, various strands of monotheism and the whole new world of modern science all in relation to the planet that is our home. It is a book that is both theoretical and practical and will enlighten, shock, remind, disturb but most of al re-ignite (or perhaps set on fire for the first time) a deep and passionate love and appreciation for our mother – Gaia – the earth beneath our feet.

  Mark Townsend (author of The Path of the Blue Raven – O Books)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  To Gaia


  

  


  Preface

  A Further Step in Gaian Perception

  “To preserve the natural world as the primary revelation of the divine must be the basic concern of religion.”
Thomas Berry

  

  


  When I first took up the serious study of environmental ethics it was in the hope that I would one day be instrumental in developing a truly Earth-centered ethic. However, the further I got into it, the more I realized that there were already in existence profound ethical statements completely appropriate for living lightly and in harmony with Nature. What my studies and thinking led me to was the opinion that it is not a code of ethics per se that we lack but the sort of awareness that would prompt us to put such an Earth-centered code into practice. But how to achieve that?

  Scores of inspired thinkers and writers have pointed out that our economics, science and cultural beliefs need to become ecocentric instead of ego-centric. Many of them not only stress the beauty and awesomeness of Nature but rightfully point out how our failure to work with Nature and our attempt to dominate it is causing increasing suffering, destruction and death to a great many of our fellow earthlings of al shapes and sizes. Although I am fully in accord with these observations, the chorus of concerned and passionate voices has so far been ineffective. Why? I suggest that they just don’t go far enough. My suggestion is that nothing short of seeing our planet, Gaia, as a living, loving and lovable being will capture people’s hearts and move them towards changing their behavior. We and al planetary life are the sensory inputs and outputs of a planetary consciousness. Gaia is not ‘out there’. We and al Earthlings are the planet. Once we fully recognize ourselves as securely embodied in the fabric of this great being–planet Earth–our hearts and minds will shift into a loving relationship with the true ‘ground of our being’.


  

  


  Acknowledgements

  Thanks first and foremost to Marian, my partner and soul mate who has given me the gift of unconditional love and taught me what love really means.

  Thanks to Elizabeth Stratton for opening my heart chakra at Esalen Institute those many years ago.

  Thanks to the late Jean Klein who gave me what I can only describe as Grace. Through his eyes I saw the utter vastness of ‘no-thing ness’ and ‘every-thing ness’–an infinity of beingness beyond the thinking function and thus beyond description.

  Thanks to John Hunt, Chris Clarke and the team at O Books. Thanks to June Raymond who has helped me to partially overcome some of my limiting beliefs about the role of religion in Western culture.

  Thanks also to Seth who does exist.

  Thanks to Jesse Wolf Hardin, Loba and Kiva Rose at the Anima Lifeways & Herbal School in the Gila Mountains of southern New Mexico. Jesse now talks and writes about New Nature Spirituality which, however, is no less earthen. It was due to him that I came to revere the term ‘Earthen Spirituality’.

  The thanking has no end as it coalesces into a benediction of thankfulness itself. Trying to recall and single out teachers along the way reminds me that every person, place or thing I have ever experienced has been a teacher. The search for the right path ends in knowing that there is no path, nowhere to go and nobody going anywhere. There is just the present moment; limitless, unconnected and inconsequential. Being wholly in this moment one is immersed in joy; joy without beginning or end, indescribable and yet known as nothing other than joy. This is a joy in and of being; just being, not being something or somebody or being for. At that no place, there is only the seeing, the hearing, the feeling, the touching, the taste and the deep satisfaction of knowing that we are home.

  Sky McCain

  www.Earthenspirituality.com

  December 2010


  

  


  Introduction: An Earthen Spirituality

  “The World is the Mirror of your attitude towards it”
Vadim Zeland

  

  


  Many of us are great seekers of certainty. We press our spiritual and religious leaders for universal truth, always yearning for the definitive answer. Yet all around us we find ourselves immersed in a world where change seems to be everlasting and the only real constant. Unsatisfied and frustrated, we thrust this way and that for answers to life’s mysteries as if not knowing was a huge problem. For all who seek, there will always be a few ready answers and there has never been a shortage of spiritual guides. The history of human culture reveals volumes of parchments, scrolls, carvings and cave wall drawings which, taken together, indicate a continuum of change. Over the past five thousand years people have worshipped an endless variety of animals and spirits, all of them projections of cultural ideals. In the last two thousand years, Middle Eastern culture has produced two major sky gods whose followers have engaged in nearly constant warfare with each other over land, property, dogma and religious allegiance.

  In the West, our cultural foundations are built around incidents and myths that solidified for over two and perhaps even five thousand years. But now, the dragons appear to have died out and the Earth has become round instead of flat. Today every human may go to heaven instead of only the pharaohs, kings and queens (though the admissibility of other animals remains in doubt). These days, many priests who offer the sacramental wine of Holy Communion admit that it is a symbolic representation of the blood of Christ rather than a literal transubstantiation. A few hundred years ago the church reluctantly relinquished its stranglehold on scientific truth and educated people could then be taught, rightfully, that our planet was not the center of the universe. The firmament (that solid, ‘inverted bowl’ in which the stars were once thought to be fixed) could not be seen above and the exact location of heaven was acknowledged to be unknown.

  Unfortunately, the battle lines between church and spirit on the one hand and science and mind on the other were drawn rather too permanently by Descartes et al who left spirit to the church and glorified the function of human thought. Identifying firmly with that thinking function, they simplified science by just leaving out spiritual matters, hoping perhaps that ruling out spirit would greatly reduce arguments and simplify the game. Descartes’ followers developed rites of logical analysis and a scientific method that effectively ignored spirit as if it had ceased to exist. Besides, spirit did not respond appropriately to the approved measuring instruments of the time–and still doesn’t. How much love can a liter jug hold? Actually, a being without spirit is as incomprehensible as a computer without main memory. Killing a living being in order to learn about how it ‘works’ should have been suspect from the very beginning. But alas, there we are.

  What Drives My Concern?

  The motivation and deep personal concern that informs this writing is coupled with perplexity and disappointment. Yes, I grieve like many for the beings of a thousand shapes who perish during this season of ecocide. I worry about tipping points as I continue to learn and better understand Gaia’s behavior. I am uneasy and even fearful as to how Gaia will cope with the loss of the millions of trees and millions of hectares of grasslands that have always played such a vital role in managing the fluctuations in her climate. My question is why, when we know what must be done, do we deflect and argue and doubt and contend?

  My disappointment is that seemingly we just don’t care enough about Gaia to band together and force our industrial giants to change their cancerous form of capitalism. Is it that we really do care but are in hock to the company store? Are we afraid we shall lose our jobs if we speak out too loudly? Perhaps, but I think the block is hooked into a lower level of subconscious where culturally derived belief systems lie deeply rooted in our psyche.

  This book is born out of a desire to answer a question at the end of a chain of thoughts. In the beginning there is the question ‘why?’. Why do people participate in the rampant ecocide all around them? Of course, there is the inherently self-destructive foundation of capitalism, an economic cancer demanding growth or death. There is greed and the ‘never enough’ desire to have more and more. Taking the question to a deeper level, however, reveals to me a lack of love for the planet. Why don’t people love the Earth? After years of pondering this question, I came to the conclusion that it is simply because people have not been taught that Gaia is lovable.

  A Lovable Planet

  If we loved the Earth, we wouldn’t act as we do and, moreover, we wouldn’t sit back and allow our corporate entities to destroy the health of our environment for the sake of profit. Would we not actively protect our parents and grandparents, our children and friends? Why not earthworms, bees, birds, the air we breathe, and the water we drink?

  Continuing along a chain of questions: why have we not been taught that Gaia is lovable? Isn’t it simply because we have been taught that we live upon this machine-like mass of solidified molten lava? Most of us and our children today are still taught the mechanistic paradigm that states:


  
    	the Earth is a mechanical structure obeying the laws of Nature known through physics, chemistry and biology



    	the Earth is a structure, a thing without consciousness or intelligence; a blob of wheeling bits of matter stuck together by gravity and governed by laws, both known and yet to be discovered



    	armed with knowledge of these universal laws all shall come under our control and Nature will conform to human desires



  

  Moreover, we have also been taught that, contrary to our genetic structural makeup, we are specially deposited here somewhat miraculously by the Creator. Thus with great authority, we have reserved intelligence, soul, spirit, and legal rights strictly for humans.

  In the chapters to follow, I will suggest an alternative viewpoint, a viewpoint that is informed by a cooperative venture with Gaia Theory and spirituality. A lot of writing about eco-spirituality and especially ‘green’ issues comes under the heading of what I call ‘you really oughta wanna’. These books tell us where we went wrong and how we should think. I have tried to resist falling into that rut. As I am sure you are aware, hardly a day goes by that someone doesn’t publish another article or book illuminating another facet of the breakdown of our culture and the destruction of our environment. Most of these are thick with problems but thin indeed with solutions. Most of the solutions are about what the government or somebody else ought to do.

  Our Cultural Worldview is Outdated

  Most of us are accepting enough to live in harmony with people of varying beliefs. We see humans as free to believe what they want as long as they don’t impinge on others or cause harm. But I suggest that our cultural worldview is deeply destructive, physically, culturally, and psychically. Nobody wants to drink polluted water, breathe polluted air or ingest poisons in our food, so how do we justify our apparent apathy towards the environmental degradation that faces us daily? Why do we seem to just accept the situation as inevitable? Because we hold limiting and sometimes destructive basic beliefs. In this book I call for an examination and re-evaluation of some of these basic beliefs and suggest that they are based on questionable information and lead not only to alienation from our roots in Nature but ultimately to the destruction of our species and a great many other species around us. Once these toxic beliefs are exposed and examined, I set out in historical perspective how our Western culture’s worldview has changed over the last 2000 years. It is important to know that a belief in a living, en-spirited Earth is not a new idea. Nature was at one time seen as a loving and nurturing en-spirited being to be respected and adored. In fact, going back 6,000 years the latest paleontological findings reveal the remains of an advanced culture based on a Goddess religion where the Earth was filled with spirit, life and love. Riane Eisler writes beautifully in her book, The Chalice and the Blade, about recent discoveries that can be pieced together to give us some insight into how those ancient people in the Middle East and Western Europe lived. She points out that their social foundation was one of the partnership of male and female; of a socially equalitarian character rather than one of male domination. However, in succeeding years a wave of Aryan invasions brought a radically different way of life which almost completely replaced this much more peaceful culture. The new paradigm, which Eisler calls the ‘dominator’ model, brought in the following cultural aspects:

  


  
    	Male dominance and the oppression of women



    	Male violence: killing, plunder and slavery



    	Generally hierarchic and authoritarian social structure



    	Acquisition of wealth by destruction



  

  Of course, their Gods were male.

  Steve Taylor, who has also done detailed research on Neolithic cultural beliefs, has the following to say in his book The Fall.

  
    I suggested that our modern-day environmental problems stem from our domineering attitude to nature, our assumption that the earth was put there for our own use and so we are entitled to abuse it and exploit it. More precisely, though, I believe that this attitude itself can be traced back to a more fundamental problem, which is our lack of a sense of aliveness of natural phenomena. To most of us, natural phenomena like trees, rocks, mountains and streams are inanimate objects; we don’t see them as beings, with a soul or inner life of their own. However, primal peoples have a completely different relationship to nature. To them all natural things are alive, with their own kind of consciousness or inner life.

    (Taylor, 2005, p. 95)

  

  Taylor speaks to the heart of the situation that I address in the following chapters. “Primal peoples therefore respect nature because they see it as the manifestation of spirit. And since they see themselves as manifestations of spirit too, they feel a sense of kinship and connection with nature, a sense of sharing identity with it, which contrasts with the sense of ‘otherness’ to the natural world which we normally experience.” (Ibid, p. 96)

  Science and Spirituality are Compatible

  Can recent scientific research and advancements help with the formulation of an Earth-based spirituality? My answer is yes and I shall give some examples of why I think so.

  So along with basic beliefs, we shall be taking a closer look at just what spirituality is and identifying the features of Earth-based spirituality.

  Might it be possible, for example, that those spiritual aspects of our lives which the Abrahamic religions teach us to connect with some distant god in some distant heaven are actually spiritual aspects of the Earth itself? Could our felt sense of soul in fact be our tuning in to the soul qualities of Gaia, and are the guardian angels our dim perception of the Earth’s unconditional and loving containment of all its creatures?

  In the final chapter of the book I shall explain how a new worldview founded on the principle of a living and loving Earth is as valid as the one we have now. Hopefully, I can suggest alternative stories that have as much sense and meaning as those we have been taught, stories that we can honor as our own, rather than tales of ancient ancestors who killed witches and warded off vampires with the sign of the cross. I am encouraged by the following words written by the late Karl Popper, one of the greatest philosophers of science of the twentieth century. “… bold ideas, unjustified anticipations and speculative thought are our only means for interpreting Nature: our only organon, our only instrument for grasping her.” (1980, p. 280)
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