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  Prologue




  Summer 2010 we advertise a week of eco-therapy to be run at the Amida retreat centre which is situated in a forgotten corner of rural France. We, in this instance, are a small Buddhist community, whose main base is in Narborough, a small village just outside Leicester. Our French house is in the ancient region of Berry, right in the middle of France. Thus we travel between bases in the centres of two countries, central England and central France. We centre ourselves and our practice.




  In England, we, that being the Amida community, run training programmes in Buddhist approaches to psychotherapy. We refer to our work as Other-Centred Approach. Ours is a well established programme, having run in this form for more than fifteen years, and a further fifteen before that without its Buddhist underpinnings overtly displayed. I often teach with David, my former husband, but this eco-therapy week I am working with Sundari. She and I have run weekends on environmental themes before back in England, but we have never previously had a clear week in which to explore the work together. This is thus a new experience of working together. The expanse of time and space (five working days and thirty acres of land; woodland and rough fields, long abandoned by the large white charolais cattle who once grazed them) create a canvass on which we work a tapestry of activities.




  Our group assembles. We are joined by regular members of our community, people who know the terrain and who themselves run sessions from time to time: Massimo, who runs bio-dance workshops; Sumaya, who has been leading the community out in France through the spring; Susthama, who supports so much of the work which I do with her practicality and wisdom; Simon, an art therapist and Buddhist trainee; and Kaspa, who works with theatre methods. Others are students or regular participants in our training events. The week unfolds.




  Nature is healing. We have always known this. It speaks with myriad voices in the silence of wordlessness, whispering comfort and wisdom.




  For me this is not just a training event, but a marker, a point of change, a fulcrum. It is the turning of our working year and the end of a period of time in which I have experienced substantial changes in my personal life. Several others too are in the midst of questions, searching for meaning and facing difficult life choices. Together we are journeying; new tracks, wilderness crossings. Through attention and conversation with the elements around us, we explore and discover the freedom to change. We learn once more to wonder.




  When the eco-therapy week is over, I start to write. Images and ideas crowd my head and the muse chases me into places of reflection. This book is the result. An account of a group and of a summer, interwoven with the ideas and therapeutic theory which framed our work, it is an invitation to share, to join the exploration and to experience the process of engagement in a healing relationship with nature.




  Some passages in it are descriptive, drawing me back into the immediacy of the surroundings as I write. Others are analytical, discursive, drawing theory from the practical experiences. As such, the book is both specific and universal, a dance of scenes and activities, commonplace enough to be familiar to anyone who has wandered off the concrete pavements of the city into the wilder places of our planet, yet unique to a moment and a place. Most of the content belongs to this summer, a few weeks of living close to the earth, but some of my accounts hark back to earlier experiences. All are first hand, concrete and reflective.




  The year circles on. The group dispersed, carrying impressions of grasses and trees, becomes a memory. Brambles grow across the paths, recently trodden. When we return, we cut their searching tendrils back. Next summer we will need new paths. But still in the field where we danced last summer, acorns lie beneath the old oak trees among the grass of the field, waiting for springtime.




  Chapter One




  The Earth Element




  We stand in a circle on the earth.




  We have gathered under the old walnut in front of the house. It is an ancient tree, but there are young branches growing out of the old trunk. They bow down elbow deep into the long grass of the field; sweeping curved twigs, their large oval leaves fluttering on thick green stems, with the nearly formed globes of walnuts swaddled amongst them.




  The trunk is hollow, torn off in some long past storm, and edged by jagged bark. Some years ago we had kittens at the house, and they loved to run up inside the belly of the old tree and peer precariously out of the various openings left by broken boughs, small heads, curious and bright eyed, peeping from the old trunk. Still the tree rewards us most years with crops of walnuts. The fresh nuts are wet and convoluted like little brains, coated in soft brown skin within the hard shells. They fall, tumbling out of the splitting husks as we shake the old tree. We search for them with our feet amongst the grass where they lie, hidden from sight, but easy to find when you stand on them.




  Today, though, we are touching the earth.




  Although we are wearing shoes, our feet are still capable of sensing the undulations of the rough soil. We place them firmly on the ground, noticing the clumps of field grass, knobbly and uneven beneath them. We close our eyes to feel the unevenness more intensely. We are not used to sensing with our feet.




  Modern floors and pavements have made us lazy. We walk along deep in conversation, or preoccupied with day to day thoughts of tasks and fears and loves and lists. We place our feet on an assumption of an even surface and are affronted by objects which interrupt our thoughts. We mutter and grumble as we trip on broken paving stones or falter on uneven floorboards, or stub our toes on unexpected kerbs or tree roots.




  Our footwear limits our experience of walking on the earth. We totter on stiletto heels or skid on glass-smooth leather soles. We lace ourselves into sturdy walking boots, sometimes, but not always, with good reason. We dull the sensation in our feet with thick socks or tight stockings.




  We limit ourselves to familiar safe places when we walk, taking marked paths and routes we know well. Even in country parks we are choosy about our contact with the ground. Chicken wire and boards cover the boggy places and shredded bark pathways absorb the mud so that we do not trample it home, or into the visitors’ centre. We are protected so that we can visit wilder spaces safely and comfortably.




  But here we do not need protection. We give attention to the earth. We feel the ground and, in feeling it, ourselves become grounded.




  Our feet make an imprint in whatever we stand on, and we feel for that shape as it accommodates to our shoes, which in turn make contact with the soil. Be specific. Observe with care. Investigate. Feeling our way into the body sense is not always easy. For many people the foot is cut off from awareness. Not experienced as a sensing part of the body, the feet are simply treated as functional appendages, not really inhabited, but distanced. Here, in this, our first exercise of the day, we seek to develop our capacity for sensation, allowing our feet-sense to open up, inviting the thousands of nerve-endings which are encompassed in these sense organs to experience the earth.




  How does your weight distribute? Do you stand on your heels or your toes? Do your insteps touch your shoes or stand proud? If you shift your weight gently, slightly, backward and forward, do you feel the scrunch of grass stubble beneath your shoes or the knottiness of a twig?




  Our bodies function perfectly well without our conscious control. We do not need to know how they enable us to stand, and yet in noticing this, we can wonder at their capacities. We feel our feet working. They work automatically, without needing us to instruct them. They adapt. They hold us upright, cementing us to the earth and yet supporting our posture so that we can stand tall above it. A complex mechanism of bones and sinews, cartilage and muscle, encased in skin, they adjust and tune their structure to the purpose for which the processes of evolution have constructed them.




  We breathe deep, the flow of oxygen flooding into our circulation, chasing round through our arteries and veins, down into that place of contact with the ground. The soles of our feet are nourished, just as every other cell in our bodies is, by the breath, the oxygen, the blood. They are living, breathing tissue.




  Just as the tree is rooted in the soil, so too, we imagine extending our consciousness down into the ground on which we stand. The walnut tree roots find their way through cracks in the limestone beneath the sparse soil of the field, down into the pockets of clay between the sheets of rock, down into the clefts and crannies where nutrient rich water soaks between the particles of soil. They seek out the water table, hidden from the parched grass of the summer hayfield, but still available to the deep rooted species of plants. Life relies upon such hidden resources. Growth draws on its presence. We feel our own rootedness in the earth and our bodies’ connection to the elements of which they are composed. We sense experientially the inseparability for our feet and the ground.




  As humans we cannot fly. Our bodies, heavy with flesh, are of the earth. We always rest upon the ground; some ground, some way. Not always conscious of that connection, mediated by buildings or clothing, or mindlessness, we may be separated in awareness from this basal truth; but yet the gravity of our lives is built on foundations of earth from birth to death. And in that death to the earth we return; earth to earth, ashes to ashes and dust to dust. So we sense our earth-ness and in our sensing we are drawn back to the source.




  The earth is our mother. Mythologies have wrapped their veils of colour around this truth. Science has bared its veracity to the bone. Both have told us what we already know, deep in our being, for we are earthlings, weaving our lives upon the thin layer of life that clothes our green-blue planet, spinning here within the ocean of space. And in her warm fleshed bosom we plant our feet. We walk, we touch, we embrace her surface.




  Elementally we are the same. Solid boned, composed of matter, carbon, calcium, iron, we incorporate the substances, the minerals, mined from deep in the planet’s womb by natural processes of water, fire and decomposition; substances that become the building blocks of life. We draw from the earth our life blood, and in its magnetic propensity align maybe with terrestrial fields. As migrating birds, we sense perhaps our orientation to the land and in doing so find direction.




  And so we stand, together, each feeling uniquely our relationship to the universal, sharing in the commonality of the circle, joining in exploration of our wider connections with the natural processes.




  Working with the environment, we begin with the earth. How could it be otherwise? The experience of simply walking, touching the earth, is the foundation for all other work. It is so basic that we might easily ignore the need to focus our attention upon it in our impatience to engage with other aspects of nature, and yet to avoid such contact misses the opportunity to ground our work. Without it, we float into activities still caught in the mind’s morass. Rather, there is a need now to focus, to descend into our roots and to contact our body-sense as it rests in its natural abode, in relationship to the earth.




  Other-centred work is about relationship. In this model of working we connect with and investigate what is true. We allow the world to speak to us, to embrace us and to educate us. We listen to the other, and appreciate the other’s mystery. We notice the way our minds harness the other to our own ends, subverting experience to reinforce our stories about the world. We see the constant striving of the mind, the self, to control what cannot be controlled. We understand the fear and grief that drive these processes. As such, this other-centred approach, though used in many ways to explore many sorts of relating, is suited particularly to working with the environment. For in our most basic nature it is to the earth that we relate.




  Our relationship to the earth is one of literal dependence. We depend upon the ground with each step that we take. We walk. Step by step, our feet embrace the solidity of the earth and it receives us. Each time we take a step forwards, our feet leave the ground but always then return to it. There is a parting and a coming back together. Each step we take, we are reminded of the soil to which we are bound in this life; of our origin and our last resting place.




  We can practise walking with awareness. We can feel our contact with the floor as it changes its quality within each step. The movement of the foot, the engagement of heel and toe, toe and heel. We can place each step gently, consciously on the earth, sensing the particulars of each place on which it rests, the contours, the resistance. We can feel the soft, springy grass, the prominence of a stump of blackthorn cut close to the ground, the hard surface of stone cobbles or the uneven turf of the field. If we close our eyes or walk in the dark on a moonless night, our feet can sense when we leave the path and accidentally stray onto the rough verge.




  This week we are exploring our relationship to the earth. Sundari and I are running a group which focuses on our relationship to the environment as part of the August programme at our retreat centre in France. We begin with a grounding exercise. This is our usual practice during this group, so that as we go forth we walk consciously and silently, using our senses and particularly our feet-sense to tune into the spaces which we walk through. We will look with our feet as well as our eyes and ears.




  Breathing aligns with the steps, a gentle flow of air in and out of the body as we walk. It is as if we breathe with our feet. Or perhaps we walk with our lungs. As the breathing relaxes, our bodies relax, and with the relaxation we trust ourselves more deeply to the walking. The shoulders lose their stiffness and the belly releases its tension. The spine is straight and open. We feel the breeze on our faces and the air entering our nostrils. We smile. Our eyes and ears are awake to the sights and sounds that arrive but they are not searching, not compulsive. We simply walk.




  Working with the Earth Element




  One of the early Buddhist meditations was a meditation on the elements. It seems that the early women disciples of the Buddha in particular used this practice. The meditation consists of taking each of the five elements, earth, air, fire, water and space, in turn, and reflecting on its presence both in the world and in the body. The first of these, the earth element, consists of all the solid matter.




  So, in practising this meditation, firstly the nuns reflected on all the solid things which they encountered. The earth element occurred not just in the ground upon which they sat, but also in the stones and wood with which people built their homes, the baked clay bowls which the nuns carried, and all the physical objects which they used in daily life. They would then reflect upon solid objects in the body. Bones, teeth, finger and toe nails, faeces are all bodily manifestations of the earth element.




  Through this practice, the nuns explored the physicality of the body and of the world in the same way, distinguishing in each how solid components make up a part of the whole. The intention was to recognise experientially that the body and the world are both composed of the same basic elements.




  In sharing this practice we also learn to break down the divide between the body, with which we identify, and the rest of the world. We challenge the separation between what is ‘me’ and what is ‘everything else’. We come to understand our existence as creatures of flesh and bone, physical beings with solid presence. So when we stand on the earth, we recognise that we are of the earth. We are here on this planet as collections of solid matter, assembled according to a blueprint carried in our genetic legacy.




  The limestone on which our centre in France is built is made up of the skeletons of millions of creatures which lived and died in an ocean that existed millennia ago. Our own skeletons upon which we rely in order to exist and stand and move are made of calcium derivatives also. As we stand on the earth at the start of our exploration, we stand upon the same material, more or less, as that of which our bones are made.




  To explore the natural world is to explore our embodiedness. To explore our embodiedness is to explore the world of nature. Our bodies are made up of elements, physical matter, just as all other living and non-living things upon this planet are. We are not different. We grow and change and have physical needs just as other creatures do. It is through the solidity of our bodies that we connect with others and with the earth.




  Travelling light




  In our modern world, we protect ourselves in all sorts of ways from the forces of nature.




  Many people fear discomfort. As soon as the first drops of rain start to fall, umbrellas appear on the streets. People are anxious that clothes and hairstyles will be ruined, that they will catch colds, or simply that they will get wet and uncomfortable. Whilst our ancestors lived with damp for much of the year, we avoid it even in small quantities, living in houses built to modern standards with damp courses and insulation. We reassure ourselves that this is necessary for public health, but more than anything, we seek it in order to feel comfortable.




  We wear shoes out of doors except in very rare circumstances, such as on the beach or, maybe, daringly, on grassy lawns in summer. We wear slippers in the house, anxious about getting cold feet, despite the fact that we have central heating. We have hiking boots for rough terrain, with ankle support lest we tread awkwardly on uneven ground and injure our joints. We have Wellington boots for wet conditions lest we get muddy. Yet children on the streets of Delhi kick footballs with bare feet. In New Zealand they go barefoot to school all the summer.




  We have weatherproof clothes to walk on the moors. Breathable jackets keep us free of damp, both inner and outer, letting perspiration out, and keeping rain out too. We have over-trousers and boots with special soles to cushion our feet, woolly hats and expensive, insulated gloves. Sports often seem to need special clothes too these days. We have lycra cycling leggings and wet suits for swimming in the sea, technological running shoes and fashionable outfits for the gym.




  Sunshine is no better. We avoid the sun by putting on broad-brimmed hats and sunglasses and slapping on sunscreen so that we do not burn. Some such protection is of course beneficial, but some simply adds complications to life. We use protective clothes because we are afraid of dangers, but these dangers are often vague and undefined. We think of it as foolhardy to attempt activities without the proper equipment, yet throughout the centuries people have made great treks across continents with little more than the clothes they stood up in and a few provisions packed in bundles or saddle bags.




  Whether or not we really need the things we insist on having, the effect of increasing urbanisation and affluence has been to erect barriers between modern people and nature. Going out into the countryside is rarely a matter of simply walking out of doors, but more commonly involves assembling such a collection of specialised equipment that we are weighed down, prevented from really engaging with the places that we visit. Quick to cancel if conditions turn inclement, too often rain stops play and we end up watching the natural world on the television screen from our armchairs instead of actually experiencing it directly.




  To really encounter the natural world, we must travel light. This is not to say that we should go out unequipped. Of course, if one is walking deep into the moors or climbing in the mountains, it is foolhardy not to take the necessary gear. We need to protect from the sun and snow, extremes of heat and cold, dehydration and exposure, and other real risks. But travelling light means challenging our assumptions about what is essential. Letting encumbrances go, we become free to experience the natural world as it impacts on us.




  It will not harm us to get rained on in summer unless we are going to be away from base for a long time. Clothes can be changed and, if the day is not too cold, they will dry on us as we walk. We can enjoy the feel of droplets landing on our skin, the rivulets of water running down our faces, the heaviness of clothes soaking up the rain. It will not harm us to feel the power of wind, buffeting us and blowing up clouds of sand or chaff or dead leaves around us. Walking under swaying trees and hearing the creaking branches as they rub on one another, we can feel energised by the brewing storm. It will not harm us to go out for a walk on a cold crisp morning, and feel the ice cold air reddening our faces, our breath frosting on our woollen scarves. It can be exhilarating to tramp on numbing feet through snow or to fish shards of ice out of a frozen pond in order to skim them across the surface. In all these we encounter the solid reality of the earth.




  We get hot and perspire, we get cold and shiver. Our bodies change colour with temperature and abrasions. Insects bite and itch and form lumps on us. Brambles catch our ankles. Mostly, though, we keep a comfortable equilibrium. In short, we survive.




  If we are frightened of the phenomena which make up the natural environment, we will not engage, but instead will keep ourselves within a protective bubble of modern life. Fear of reality lies at the root of many psychological problems. We live in ways which distance us from experiencing our vulnerability. We are afraid of our own mortality and the prospect of losing things which we love and which are important to us, so we create psychological layers of insulation against thinking about these possible losses. Even when we know that we cannot prevent the inevitable, we block it out of our minds.




  Our attempts to stay comfortable in the outdoors may, at least in part, reflect anxieties of this kind, for in our contact with nature we are reminded of the basic fragility of life as well as of its beauty. We experience directly the frailties of our bodies as we test them in challenging circumstances. We see the enormity of forces which we are up against. At the same time, in experiencing the natural world, we also discover reassurance. Life regenerates and grows even in the shadow of death and decay. Once we let go and stop trying to avoid it, we discover that the process of life is trustworthy.




  Refuge




  The act of becoming Buddhist is called taking refuge. Taking refuge means connecting with a source of support, or, to understand the term more properly, allowing oneself to be held by that in which we take refuge. We can take refuge in ordinary things, like the bottle of wine or a relationship or ideas, and most people have such mundane sources of support on which they rely in times of stress, but this is not necessarily a healthy process. In Buddhism, however, we take refuge in the spiritual dimension of our lives. We move out of the ordinary, small orbit of day to day concerns and deliberately found our lives on the universal truths which underpin them.




  As a person makes the commitment of taking refuge, in Buddhism they traditionally commit to three things: Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Other religious systems have similar acts of commitment and these often have similar elements.




  Although they are Buddhist terms, the three refuges speak of fundamental truth which goes beyond particular religious systems. It is therefore useful to explore these ideas whether one is Buddhist or not. Exploring the meaning of the refuges is a lifelong project. It is often said that Buddhism starts and finishes with the refuges, for, although one starts by making the commitment with sincere intention, it is said that only when one reaches the highest levels of insight does one start to really understand them. So, here, I will attempt an interim discussion of their meaning. I think these concepts are useful to our exploration of working with the environment, as I will try to show.




  When a person formally becomes Buddhist, the first refuge which they take is in Buddha. The Buddha was the historic founder of the religion, the teacher and the source. He was a great sage who lived 2500 years ago, a man who lived a homeless life, travelling the roads of Northern India, teaching in forests and parks and wild places. He lived and taught in harmony with his surroundings. So, at a simple level, in working with the environment, we can respect and take refuge in his example.




  But also, a Buddha is the one who is capable of enlightening us. To become enlightened means giving up our self-centredness completely. It means seeing things as they are, not in a self-interested way. Working with the natural environment, we aim to engage with the world more fully, to encounter life in new ways and to challenge our habitual ways of seeing things. If we engage in an other-centred way, we stop seeing the world as functional to our personal needs, and appreciate it for what it is. When this happens, the natural world speaks to us and we start to listen. Thus, nature has the capacity to awaken us from our self-preoccupation. It becomes Buddha for us.




  The second refuge is in Dharma. Dharma is the word that describes the Buddhist teachings, but it also means the foundational truth of all things. As we explore the environment and investigate many manifestations of life in its ever-changing intricacy, we discover its truth. Looking into nature, the natural world becomes a book which is constantly informative and educational. We see, we listen, we learn, in the immediate sense of the myriad beautiful insights and experiences which it gives us; but also, more profoundly, in the lessons it gives on the fundamental qualities of all things and of life. Dharma is also that which holds. When we take refuge in Dharma, we touch the earth and feel its solidity. We experience it as a manifestation of the unconditioned truth upon which life rests, which is so big that we only glimpse it, yet which we know experientially is there if we can let go and trust enough.




  The third refuge is in sangha, the Buddhist community, or the community of practitioners. It is the group of fellow travellers on the spiritual way, who share with us and support our spiritual needs. As we touch more deeply into the natural world, we ground our lives in a sense of connection to other beings, both human and animal. Buddhism makes far less distinction between humans and animals than other religions. We are all on the same spiritual journey, even if we travel in different ways and are at different stages. Buddhists commonly speak of saving all sentient beings. So as we connect to nature, the world becomes our sangha and the creatures who inhabit it become our brothers. They are our spiritual friends, our teachers and our companions. Embraced by their love, we in turn learn to love others.




  When we take refuge we bow down and touch the earth. Our bodies bend to the ground and rest upon it. The experience of touching the earth is one of letting go. As the body relaxes onto the soil, it feels the ground’s solidity. We come to know experi-entially that we are held, even when we try to cling to nothing. This is the true experience of refuge.




  Lying upon the earth and letting go, whether in refuge or a relaxation exercise, or simply resting on the lawn on a summer afternoon, we find ourselves deeply at peace. It is a homecoming.




  For many people, the natural world is a place of safety, inspiration and solace. Sahishnu, one of the Amida Order members, writes:




  Nature was my refuge long before [I became Buddhist]. It was where I ran and hid as a frightened child. As I sat at the top of a tree my problems came into perspective. The tree was there before me and would be there after I was long gone. I was but a tiny crumb, insignificant in the scheme of things.




  As a teenager, I fled back to the countryside on my scooter. At night I sat for hours on a bank overlooking our small market town. The stars wheeled above and window lights [shone] below, inhabitants behind closed curtains. I felt I had more in common with the stars than those behind the curtains. Later, when trapped behind windows, streets and cities, I would rarely escape to walk in a cathedral of trees.




  Being born in the country, I do not romanticise it. What I love or loved was the impersonal nature of nature, the great democracy of nature. What is worrying is the human tendency to try to turn it into a human tyranny, as if we are different. We are lemminglike, rushing towards our end. Nature restores balance with inconvenient droughts, floods, earthquakes, volcanoes and tsunamis. Except for our spirituality we truly are insignificant beings.




  Psychology and spirituality




  How can we be psychologically healthy if we are not spiritually alive and thriving? How can we be spiritually growing if we are bogged down in mental conflicts and compulsions? To try to separate something which we call psychological from what we call spiritual is a false dichotomy, for our whole being is founded on our spiritual nature. What we believe, what we trust, what we take refuge in, whether we live ethically, are all conditions which create our mental states of joy or suffering.




  Buddhism is often represented as a psychological religion. The Buddha understood how much of our suffering is produced through our mental struggles, a result of our attempts to avoid things which we imagine to be unpleasant and which we would rather not know. Such compulsive avoidance of the truth creates the dulled mental state referred to as avidya, often translated as delusion, but more accurately meaning ‘not seeing’. All good religious and spiritual practice is concerned with aligning our lives with higher purposes and the ground of truth, and this purpose is overtly explained in Buddhism in its understanding of the way that our minds are conditioned and its hope that we can get beyond that conditioning.




  Psychologies also try to understand the ground of our minds, and in doing so to create firm foundations for mental health. They try to help us to be more open to experience as it arrives, to be in the flow of life rather than hiding from it in neuroses. They try to help us to work through the veil of projections, the transferences and obsessive preoccupations which cloud our view of others.




  Thus both spiritual traditions and psychological ones are, in their various ways, concerned with helping us to live more at peace with the foundational truths of our lives: our mortality, our vulnerability, our failures in love and courage and our fears. They are about helping us to trust the ground of our being which is the ground of all beings, the ground of life itself.




  So, in writing this book about working in the natural environment, I find myself treading ground which belongs both to psychology and to the spiritual. The two are inseparable. Exploring nature we are brought directly into contact with the most fundamental aspects of life, the joy of growth and regeneration, the omnipresence of death and decay. We see our lives in the context of a web of processes of which we are a tiny, and often problematic, part. We feel the impact of these facts upon us and we are affected by them. We are changed.




  Deep ecology and therapeutic process




  Many therapies are human-centric, giving virtually no attention to the larger ecological picture, but once we start to look at nature and involve it in our therapeutic work, we cannot help but be affected and concerned by knowledge of the way human activity impacts upon our planet. We are implicated in the unfolding troubles of the environment and this must impact upon our mental states.




  This book is not particularly focused on global ecological or environmental issues, at least in an overt way. Its focus is on our spiritual and psychological relationship with the natural world at a more day to day level and on ways of facilitating intimacy with our environment. But it is impossible to do this work without an awareness of the issues which face us at this point in time, or the voices of those within the deep ecology movement, and other spiritually based environmental groups, who connect the trauma of watching our planet’s problems with their sense of the spiritual dimension, and who feel grief, compassion and contrition for the actions of the human race when faced with the prospect of environmental disaster.




  As we connect with the natural world, we find ourselves increasing our sensitivity to these issues naturally, and wanting to tread more lightly on the planet. As we grow and let go of compulsiveness we have less desire to consume, and start to approach life more gently. We come to understand how greed and consumption are psychologically driven.




  In coming to love our local environments, we begin to live in ways which support them rather than undermining them. Ultimately, this kind of work may be as effective in bringing about a planetary change of consciousness as more direct communication of political and social messages. A change of heart leads to a change in action.




  Of course we need to discuss and debate the issues, but this dialogue often takes place among those already converted, working out the finer points in strategies. The sort of environmental encounter described in this book takes another route and reaches other groups of people.




  So our work is grounded in a deep understanding of our position as part of the eco-system. We are not as special as we think. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that everything, including ourselves, is far more special than we ever imagine in our day to day lives. We are recipients of the great privilege of life, sharing this world with a truly amazing assemblage of beings. Once we understand this deeply, knowing it in our bodies and our perception, we discover that in fact we live in the arms of a wonderful process of nature, of life. We might call it love.




  Chapter Two




  Other-Centred Approach and Environmental Therapy




  Other-Centred Approach is grounded in Buddhist psychology. Buddhism offers a system of theory and methodologies for understanding mental process. This system is subtle and complex, and it offers a practical interpretation of the way that we try to deal with the realities of the ordinary and extraordinary difficulties and dangers which life brings by trying to create an illusion of permanence and security for ourselves which does not actually exist. We create a feeling of being in control of our lives by psychologically and practically clinging on to things which support our view of the world. This gives the impression that things do not change, even when in fact they do, and means that we feel less vulnerable to losses and personal dangers than we are, but it also prevents us from being fully alive. We deaden our perceptions and limit our actions to habitual ways of thinking and behaving.




  This understanding of human process offers a valuable model for doing environmental work. Whilst we may try to control our experience and filter the information which our senses convey, opening up to new experiences and allowing things to impact upon us expands our limitations and challenges our habit patterns, and in working with the environment this sort of challenge happens all the time. Other-centred approach offers a model which can provide an integrating methodology and theory base for environmental therapies. It provides a perspective which not only provides rationale for the types of work which many therapists are already doing, but also suggests how that work can be extended and enhanced. It is a fully integrated system, which stands on its own, useful whether or not the Buddhist roots are made explicit.




  With this in mind, this chapter will set out some of the basic theory of other-centred approach and show how it can create a foundation for this way of working. As such, it is the most theoretical chapter in the book. It is offered early to provide a framework for understanding subsequent chapters, but as reader, if you are more practically orientated, as many in this field are, you may choose to skip over this chapter for the present, referring back to it at a later stage or when a point needs clarifying. On the other hand, this chapter also offers a theoretical overview, and, in this way, provides a model which integrates and locates the material found in subsequent chapters.




  Other-centred therapy




  When we connect with others we change. Our way of thinking and being is subtly challenged and our world view is brought into question because we come to understand that their way of being and thinking is different from ours and they see the world through different eyes.




  Buddhism understands the basic human problem to be rooted in our rigidities of thought, and of the way we perceive the world and relate to it. We do not just inhabit the world or relate to others, but rather, we psychologically appropriate what we see for our personal project. We identify with things or reject them, view them in particular ways or overlook them in order to confirm our personal view of the world.




  We are afraid of those things in life which we cannot control and so we try to gain a sense of control by recreating the world around us in the image of worlds we have known before. We bring our assumptions and prejudices into our day to day interactions and, without even knowing it, we seek out the familiar and the confirmatory even in new surroundings.




  We fear impermanence and loss, particularly because we fear sickness, our own deaths and the deaths of those we love, and we therefore try to create an illusion of permanence by automatically adjusting our experience to fit our pre-existing blueprint.




  The core Buddhist teachings describe a psychology in which the mind is conditioned. A sense of self is created and maintained through cyclical processes of perception. These rely upon our capacity to seek out and adjust experience that is self-confirmatory.




  Other-centred therapy is grounded in this Buddhist understanding. Like any serious therapy, it offers complexity in its approach. Other-centred therapy, however, differs from many other therapies in as much as its bias is towards relatedness and engagement rather than introspection. It primarily concerns itself with the person’s perception of and relationship to others. In this therapy, the client is encouraged to enquire into his or her relatedness. This enquiry can take many forms, but broadly falls into two modalities: the first focusing on conditioned view (rupa) and the second on reaching beyond the conditioning, or, more properly stated, allowing the unconditioned to reach us. We will explore these two modalities later in this chapter.




  There are real others. People and things, are not a part of us. Technically, we say that the world is made up of non-self elements. It is not just part of our mental structuring, functioning in order to support our sense of personal solidity, but, although this is obvious, we treat it as if it were. Even we are non-self if you want to get pedantic, but we are very much attached to the idea that we are self, and as such to seeing ourselves as a special case.




  Because the identity is both the defence, and the source of our limitations, changing our attachment to being a special case provides the route to better psychological health. We will not eliminate the sense of self, and nor would this be desirable for people in the ordinary way of things, but rather we try to shift the focus of the client’s attention onto engagement with others so that the identity naturally becomes less rigid and more open to changing with new experiences.




  In developing the methodology associated with other-centred approach we1 have found that, because of the strong attachment to identity, there is less mileage in pursuing the direction of challenging a person’s sense of self and feelings of personal entitlement directly, even when these are problematic. Accepting that others have real feelings and thoughts which do not necessarily correspond to one’s own, and looking for evidence of inconsistencies and assumptions in the world view, however, do provide ways to challenge self-preoccupation. This makes for a more effective therapeutic or spiritual strategy.




  Other-centred approach focuses on the world view, not the self-view, aiming to facilitate a more realistic relationship with the world, which will in turn create better mental health. Some Western therapies are moving in similar directions based on evidence from studies of mental health, but other-centred approach offers a rationale for this direction based on a psychological model of mental construction.




  So, other-centred work focuses on exploring perception. On the one hand it helps the person to see that their view of others, specific others that is, is distorted by many factors including history and context. On the other hand it sets up a line of enquiry in which the client is encouraged to question their assumptions and stories about the world and about those others who are important in their life. In so doing, the client gains empathy for those others. He or she learns to listen more deeply and to be open to new perspectives and new voices.




  This foundation is one I have explored in more detail elsewhere (particularly in my recent book Other-Centred Therapy)2and it can be applied in many ways. Specifically though, we can relate it to work with the environment.




  Going forth into nature




  When we go out into nature we are surrounded by a world which offers us many rich experiences. In considering an approach to this sort of work within a Buddhist framework, we cannot ignore the fact that the Buddha and his followers spent much time in natural surroundings. Natural things are central to some of the key stories about the Buddha’s life. For example, the Buddha was born, enlightened, taught and died under trees. He was sheltered by a cobra3 and encountered many creatures from insects to wild elephants in his meditations.4 He taught in nature images. We can read of the simile of the snake,5 the parable of the herbs,6 and the dream of the anthill.7 He taught care for living things, both plants and animals.8 He spent much time in forest groves and preached in a deer park. The Buddha sat on the ground to meditate and touched the earth as witness to his enlightenment. His cushion was grass and he slept on hay.




  Leaving the urban life of luxury, the Buddha encountered the realities of impermanence, symbolised in the images of the Four Sights: a sick person, an old person, a dead person and a holy man. He faced his fear of the forest, deliberately cultivating determination and persistence as he described in The Sutta on Fear and Dread.9 So it was that he came to spiritual insight. It was through seeing the world beyond his palace that he awoke to the spiritual truth.




  In some of the accounts given in the Buddhist texts, the nature images are central to the story, but in many they are not particularly emphasised. The natural world is, for the most part, the scenery of the stories in the sutras rather than their action focus. The forest dwelling experience was so intrinsic to the spiritual life of the time that the early followers of the Buddha lived that it is taken for granted in the texts, but it is there, a backdrop to the storyline. Natural imagery and forest places form the setting for events and the resources for the spiritual community.




  Embodied experience and grounding
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