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Cover Art

Title: Leaf on the Track


Artist: Julie Brett


This is a close up of a leaf growing over the old Catalina Racetrack railings of The Gully ‘Garguree’, an important Aboriginal Place in Katoomba/Gedumba on Gundungurra Country. The Aboriginal community moved to Garguree from the Burragorang Valley after it was flooded to make way for the Warragamba Dam in 1948. In 1957 that same community was moved out to make way for a racetrack, but they fought this development hard for nearly 50 years, and eventually had it returned to their custodianship in 2002. They made a decision to leave the tarmac and metal railings of the racetrack there, and allow nature to slowly reclaim them, with moss, grasses and native plants growing over the roadway, rust slowly turning the metal back to Earth, and fungi reclaiming the wooden posts. This painting is a close up of the leaves on the plants growing over the road and railings: a reminder of the power of Mother Earth to reclaim what is hers and restore balance.







You must go


Into the forest


To hear ‘revolution!’


Being whispered


By those


Who solemnly vow


To make a difference:


The bud


The rain


The soil


The sun


Go there and listen


For the change


You can become.


Julie Brett







Foreword

It is undoubtedly true that religions and communities in the past were in a far more intimate relationship with nature and the planet Earth, the home of every human that has ever lived, and precious because this fact is the one indissoluble bond that exists between all peoples and cultures, even those that seem to be irrevocably opposed. The twenty-first century may rightly be viewed as the last opportunity humanity has to right its relationship with nature, as the climate crisis worsens, and nation states struggle to make wise decisions that will secure a future for the next generation. There are many voices that should contribute to debates about planetary wellbeing and actions that could bring it about; those of scientists and citizens, politicians and workers, religious leaders and children, for example. Each of these groups is more varied than might be appreciated at first glance: factory hands and subsistence farmers are both “workers,” but their worldviews differ markedly; environmentalists are political activists but unlike elected governments; and religious leaders include representatives of global religions like Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam, but also members of new faiths, and teachers from a plethora of Indigenous communities.


Julie Brett’s Belonging to the Earth: Nature Spirituality in a Changing World casts its net more widely than her previous book , Australian Druidry: Connecting with the Sacred Landscape (2017), in that is deeply indebted to Indigenous Australian spirituality and the traditional elders who practice and teach these ancient ways in the contemporary world, and its message is broader than detailing how the path of Druidry, a tradition belonging to ancient and medieval Europe, can adapt to the radical otherness of the Australian landscape and its seasonal opposition to the northern hemisphere. The processes of healing and reparation between Indigenous Australians and settler Australians are complex and multitudinous. Julie Brett’s narrative draws upon her life story, born in England but brought up in Guringai Country on the Northern Beaches of Sydney, training as a Druid in Glastonbury, and living and working as an artist and spiritual author in Dharug and Gundungurra Country in the Blue Mountains west of Sydney. Belonging to the Earth is filled with stories and insights from Indigenous cultures, carefully connected to the specific lands and lore of each teacher and community Julie Brett met with and learned from in her travels and research to craft this book. It takes strength, courage, and sustained energy to contribute meaningfully to reconciliation between human cultures. Formal activities, such as the apology that the Labor Government made to the stolen generations, Indigenous people taken as children from their parents and cultures, on 13 February 2008, and the institution of National Sorry Day, which has been held on 26 May annually since 1998, play an important part. The personal communications that humans share are also ways to heal and to move forward. Protections enacted for the natural environment and celebration of Indigenous cultures are also valuable. Julie Brett moves from the environment to art, from Indigenous Australian traditions to her own Druidic practice, and from nature to culture and back again in a thoughtful meditation on what contemporary Australians can do to live their belonging to the Earth and craft pathways to the future that protect learning and lore, beauty and innovation, and that open up opportunities to develop new modes of living. The devastation wrought around the globe by bushfires, floods, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the gut-wrenching loss of tens of thousands of plant and animal species in the pursuit of industrial modernity should be a wake-up call to all. Belonging to the Earth: Nature Spirituality in a Changing World is a product of our times, and offers much to those seeking spiritual nourishment focused on bringing humans and nature back into an intimate relationship. Its timeliness, gentleness and good humour make it a pleasure for me to recommend this book.


Carole M. Cusack


University of Sydney
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Introduction

We are a part of this world, our Mother Earth. We belong to her. It is right to feel like a part of a place rather than an impostor, drawing a line around what is human and what is ‘natural’ as though we are separate from the air we breathe, the ground we stand on, the soil that brings us food, the skies that rain down so that we might drink. We are the Earth. Everything we rely on to survive comes from nature. At times there is imbalance, sadness, grief, loss, or disconnection, but we can’t be separated from the world. We are a part of these places, and they need us as much as we need them.


I have spent many years considering what it is to belong in a place. As a child the times I felt most at home in the world were when I was playing in the forest, climbing along the trunk of the big fallen palm tree by the waterfall at the end of our street; laying in the shallow creek waters that ran over red-orange rocks, surrounded by casuarina scrub and a dark blue summer sky; swimming in the waves at the beach as the sky turned pink and purple in the sunset; camping in the forest in winter, sitting by the fire, and looking at the stars at night. Nature was a place I felt I belonged.


In the world of humans and social interaction, I had not felt that belonging in quite the same way. I was born in England, but my family moved to Australia when I was six years old. We travelled back to England for holidays a few times through my childhood, to visit family mostly. Quite quickly England felt like the foreign place to me and I became an Australian, whatever that meant. Being Australian then was defined by an accent, certain words I used, and an inability to deal well with the cold. I knew little of history, or the ancient cultures of the land here. I was just a kid, playing in the bush and trying to make friends.


As I grew up, I was probably considered a bit weird for paying close attention to nature and the seasons, but I found it exceedingly odd that no one had noticed certain patterns that happened every year. I found nature spirituality in my late teens and spent the next few years of my life exploring different paths and ideas until I came to Druidry, a modern nature-based spirituality inspired by what we know of the ancient Celtic Druids. It has been the core of my spiritual practice, but my influences are wider. I have also worked with the Wiccan community in Sydney and interstate, I have attended a Council of All Beings, and have a passion for learning about ecopsychology and its relationship to environmental activism.


These practices and paths have helped me to learn about what it is to belong to the land; to find alignment in ourselves with the seasons, the elements, and the environment around us, as well as the human stories of history, culture and art. Through these we come to discover who we are and how we belong to the world around us. We also find our responsibilities to the Earth.


In this book I am going to be sharing personal experiences of discovery, hope, healing and belonging: my own and those of friends I have met along the way. The stories will wind you through forest pathways, riversides and gardens, into ritual and dance, activism and art. I live a rambling life, following what is inspiring me and moving me to learn. These are the stories of those journeys and explorations of living in this changing world of ours, seeking answers, guidance and direction.


Some of the stories I share here are about my experiences with Aboriginal culture in Australia. I am certainly no authority on this information. I encourage you, whenever you can, please take the time yourself, to learn from First Nations people directly, and from the Elders in the Country you live in. This is relevant wherever you are in the world. Each place has stories and cultures that connect us with Mother Earth, and they should be supported, maintained and given deep respect. For those who are unfamiliar with First Nations cultures in Australia, please note that I use the titles ‘Uncle’ and ‘Aunty’ for some of the First Nations people interviewed in this book. This is used to show respect for Elders and I have done so when a person has been introduced to me in that way.


I personally identify with Pagan and neo-Pagan practices and communities. I call the path I walk ‘Druidry’ as many others do, as I am inspired to learn about my ancestral traditions of the British Isles. The ancient Celtic Druids were the spiritual leaders of the people living in ancient Britain, Ireland and parts of Europe. They were a part of a pre-Christian cultural tradition of ancestors and spirits, stories of nature and heroes, and an oral culture of poetic wisdom. Sadly, what we know of the ancient Druids is limited. They left no written records of their own, so our understandings of their beliefs and practices come to us through secondary sources. There was also systematic discrimination within Britain against Celtic language and culture for many years. People were prevented from speaking their language and passing on culture so it was done in secret. Thankfully this is changing in recent decades.


Despite the many years of difficulties faced by Celtic cultures, many places retained oral folk traditions and some practices and the old stories found their way into records of the Christian world. Many stories have survived in Wales, Ireland, and Scotland that are of vital importance to us today as we learn to recover these traditions. In England there are less pre-Christian examples than in the Celtic-speaking areas of Britain but some have survived in later folk tales. However, often those practicing modern Druidry turn to the older sources that have survived in the Celtic countries for inspiration and information. As such, it can be just as important for us, as English speakers, to consider cultural misrepresentation of these Celtic traditions as with any other Indigenous tradition. We learn with respect from those who speak Welsh, Irish and Scottish Gaelic when learning about these sources.


The word ‘Pagan’ comes from Latin pāgānus, meaning, ‘rural’ or ‘rustic’, and was originally used by the ancient Romans to delineate between the agricultural people and their traditions, and those of the city of Rome. Over time it also picked up the meaning of being against Christianity, but that is not how many of us who identify with the word see it today. Our traditions are very different to Christianity, and in some senses can be defined as ‘Pagan’ simply because they came before Christianity. We generally do not see them as opposed. They are just different. Personally, I see them as asking very different questions about the world. Pagan traditions are less concerned with moral structures and reward or punishment in the afterlife, instead they focus on our relationship with the land and our survival within it, the wisdom of poetry and art, stories of ancestors and heroes and magical beings, and mystery traditions that take us into the depths of what it means to be alive.
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