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Praise for the Earth Spirit series


There is no doubt that this world is in crisis. The ecological and sociological reality we’re living in and must face up to is quite frankly terrifying. Yet there is hope. The authors of the Earth Spirit series from Moon Books show us that there are solutions to be found in ecological and eco-spiritual practices. I recommend this series to anyone who is concerned about our current situation and wants to find some hope in solutions they can practice for themselves.


Sarah Kerr, Pagan Federation President


This bold and rich Earth Spirit series provides vital information, perspectives, poetry and wisdom to guide and support through the complex environmental, climate and biodiversity challenges and crisis facing us all. Nothing is avoided within the wide range of author views, expertise and recommendations on ecospirituality. I am deeply inspired by the common call, across the books, to radically change our relationship with the planet to a more respectful, mutual, spiritual and sustainable way of living; both individually and collectively. Each book offers its own particular flavour and practical offering of solutions and ways forward in these unprecedented times. Collectively the series provides an innovative, inspiring and compelling compendium of how to live, hope and act from both ancient and modern wisdoms. Whatever your views, concerns and aspirations for your life, and for the planet, you will find something of value. My life and understanding is deeply enhanced through the privilege of reading this series.


Dr Lynne Sedgmore CBE, Founder of Goddess Luminary Leadership Wheel, Executive Coach, Priestess and ex Chief Executive


In a world that is faced with such immense environmental issues, we can often feel paralysed and impotent. The Earth Spirit series is a welcome and inspiring antidote to fear and apathy. These books gift us with positive and inspiring visions that serve to empower and strengthen our own resolve to contribute to the healing of our planet, our communities and ourselves.


Eimear Burke, Chosen Chief of The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids


Thanks to Moon Books and an amazing group of authors for stepping up in support of our need to address, with grace and aliveness, the ecological crises facing humanity. We must take concerted, focused, positive action on every front NOW, and this is best and most powerfully done when we base our offerings in a deep sense of spirit. White Buffalo Woman came to us 20 generations ago, reminding us of the importance of a holy perception of the world – based in Oneness, unity, honor and respect. Even as that is profound, it is also practical, giving us a baseline of power from which to give our gifts of stewardship and make our Earth walk a sacred one – for us and for All Our Relations. Walk in Beauty with these authors!


Brooke Medicine Eagle, Earthkeeper and author of Buffalo Woman Comes Singing and The Last Ghost Dance


Earth Spirit is an exciting and timely series. It has never been more important to engage with ideas that promote a positive move forward for our world. Our planet needs books like these – they offer us heartening signposts through the most challenging of times.


Philip Carr-Gomm, author of Druid Mysteries, Druidcraft and Lessons in Magic


Our relationship to the Mother Earth and remembering our roles as caretakers and guardians of this sacred planet is essential in weaving ourselves back into the tapestry of our own sacred nature. From the shamanic perspective, we are not separate from nature. The journey to finding solutions for the Earth will come through each person’s reconnection to her heartbeat and life force.


Chandra Sun Eagle, author of Looking Back on the Future


This is important work as we humans face one of the greatest challenges in our collective history.


Ellen Evert Hopman, Archdruid of Tribe of the Oak and author of A Legacy of Druids, A Druid’s Herbal of Sacred Tree Medicine, The Sacred Herbs of Spring, and other volumes
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Introduction

The change was nothing less than extraordinary. In 2020 and 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic made its way around the world, leading to a drastic decline in human activity. Forced to shelter in place much of the time, people no longer filled shopping malls, restaurants, and pubs. If they could, employees worked from home; many businesses went dark. Especially significant were travel restrictions. The flow of transportation – airplanes, automobiles, trains, and boats – was reduced to a trickle.


This so-called anthropause had a remarkable impact on other species and the environment. In a world drastically slowed down, the near absence of human mobility allowed animals to relax and exhibit new behaviors. Wildlife began appearing in daylight, wandering deserted urban landscapes. Lions and leopards reclined within African safari resorts. Endangered sea turtles, who lay their eggs on beaches often crowded with tourists, experienced a boom in their numbers. Dugongs – a threatened marine mammal closely related to the manatee – returned to feed in Thai waters normally congested with speedboats. In Japan’s Nara Park, home to more than 1,200 free-roaming sika deer used to subsisting on rice crackers from visitors, elder members of the herd guided their offspring to grassy meadows where they had grazed decades earlier; soon their normally watery droppings resembled firm black beans, indicating the deer were enjoying a healthier natural diet.


The lockdown and reduction in human activity had an equally dramatic effect on air and water quality. Within a month, China saw levels of nitrogen oxide (a greenhouse gas far more potent than carbon dioxide) drop 40 percent. Los Angeles soon became smog-free, albeit briefly. Residents in India’s ancient city of Jalandhar could see the Himalayas, a hundred or so miles in the distance, for the first time in 30 years. The murky canals of Venice became clear enough for aquatic animals – including a nearly transparent jellyfish – to be spotted swimming in it. The Hudson River in New York was so clean that researchers could see the difference from space.


It was as if some divine being had pressed the Earth’s reset button, giving us a glimpse of what the world could be like without human interference. Not a utopia, perhaps, but certainly more habitable and harmonious.


Yet as the lockdown benefitted Earth and her animals, it also harmed them. Emboldened by fewer armed patrols to observe their activities, for instance, poachers had an easier time killing rhinos and other species. Conservation programs struggled for funding. Loggers began plundering protected forests. And lazy humans found a new and abundant product they could litter the land with: protective face masks.


If anything, the anthropause was a lesson in what could be. Even the most optimistic among us probably realized that once the COVID-19 pandemic had passed, humans would return to business as usual. Cars and trucks would reemerge to jam highways. Noise pollution from boats would again stress marine life. A brown, stinging haze would reappear over cities. Animals would go back into hiding.


Some of us were perhaps moved by how the world had temporarily changed. Maybe we considered how life could be different. After all, there was much discussion, from scientists as well as pundits, about how the pandemic had been caused by humanity’s exploitation of animals – and that more viruses like COVID-19 are likely if we don’t alter our relationship with animals.


Clearly, the lives of humans and the lives of animals intersect in so many ways. Our connection with other species is probably best described as complicated. There are those animals we bond with and heap our affection on; we call them pets, companion animals, or even refer to them as our “kids.” There are wild animals we admire from afar, in awe of their beauty and strength. And there are those animals we use for a wide variety of purposes: food, entertainment, research, and more. All major religions profess that there is a spiritual dimension to our relationship with the natural world – and protection of animals is a core principle – yet religions are notorious for exploiting animals as well, which is at best counterintuitive and at worst hypocritical.


As we view our relationship with animals (and, indeed, all of Nature) through the lens of eco-spirituality, we must ask ourselves what we can do to help heal the damage humanity has done to them. What responsibility do we have to not only reverse climate change, end deforestation, clean the ocean, and halt species extinction, but to ensure that the habits, practices, and choices that brought us to this crisis point are not repeated by future generations – and how can eco-spirituality help?


For the benefit of the uninitiated, eco-spirituality is simply another way of centering the sacred in Nature. This has been fundamental to the traditions of Indigenous people such as Native Americans. But as practiced by Europeans, it is a philosophy with roots that reach back to St. Francis of Assisi (c. 1181–1226), recognized for his love of animals; to the pantheism of Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677); and more recently to the works of naturalist Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862). Eco-spirituality seeks to reassess our relationship with the environment, where humans are not morally superior but rather equal to the life forms with whom we share this planet. The goal, then, is to truly live in harmony with Nature.


That is something we have struggled with for millennia. Animal bones found in Tanzania in 2012 suggest that early human ancestors were stalking, killing, and eating animals at least two million years ago. This hardly classifies as a “relationship,” of course, and it would be a long time before animals and human beings formed a mutually beneficial connection, but we can infer from the earliest known cave paintings that our ancient ancestors had a preoccupation with our fellow beings.


In the following six chapters, we will explore humanity’s multilayered relationship with animals. We will consider the ways we use animals, such as for entertainment and as a source of protein, and we will look at animals we admire, including wildlife, and those we form mutually beneficial bonds with: our animal companions.


Our kinship with animals has perhaps always been fragmented, but it’s not too late to embrace a new paradigm. For us, for them, and for the planet.








Chapter 1

Animals Used for Food


But for the sake of some little mouthful of flesh we deprive a soul of the sun and light, and of that proportion of life and time it had been born into the world to enjoy. – Plutarch



Nowhere does the relationship between humans and non-human animals intersect as often (and some would argue as powerfully) as at the dinner table. Not everyone has a companion animal, not everyone has a daily encounter with wildlife, not everyone even hears a bird outside their window each morning – but nearly every human on Earth consumes meat, dairy, and/or eggs at least once a day. They do so principally without giving any thought to what life might have been like for the animal from which it came.

Each year, an estimated 70 billion land animals are slaughtered for food.1 These are animals humans have essentially engineered – that is, they have been bred, raised, and modified specifically to serve as a source of protein. Most of them are chickens, and most of these chickens live in vast enterprises hidden from public view. It’s just about the most abnormal existence you could imagine, where animals are confined in tight spaces and denied nearly every natural instinct and behavior.

According to legend, the modern era of animal agriculture began in 1923, when a small backyard farmer named Celia Steele placed her annual order of 50 chickens from a nearby hatchery to be delivered to her home in Delaware. Back then, chickens were primarily raised for their eggs, not their flesh, and they spent much of their time outdoors. But when Steele’s order arrived by post, she had not 50 but 500 chickens.

Rather than return 450 chickens to the hatchery, Steele decided to build a chicken house, raise the flock as so-called “broilers,” and sell them to restaurants. The following year, she ordered 1,000 chickens, and as word spread of her success, other farmers got into the “broiler” business.2

Modern animal agriculture – with tens of thousands of animals being raised and confined in massive barns – resembles nothing so much as a factory, which is why animal advocates commonly refer to these enterprises as factory farms or animal factories. Farmers from a few generations ago would probably not recognize the scale of these operations as anything like what they were familiar with. In 1925, as Celia Steele was reinventing the industry, it took about 16 weeks to raise a broiler for market; by the 1990s, that timeline had been reduced to less than seven weeks. Meanwhile, the size of these birds going to slaughter had increased from 2.5 pounds in 1925 to nearly six and a half pounds today.3 Chickens raised for meat are now so unnaturally heavy that they suffer from a variety of health problems. “Broilers are the only livestock that are in chronic pain for the last 20 percent of their lives,” said John Webster, professor emeritus at the University of Bristol. “They don’t move around, not because they are overstocked, but because it hurts their joints so much.”4


Climate Change

The consequences of animal agriculture are not just detrimental to the animals but to the environment. There’s a lot of information in the news and online about how much the production of meat, dairy, and eggs creates greenhouse gases and contributes to climate change, and much of that information is confusing at best and downright deceptive at worst. What is clear is that scientists tend to agree that avoiding animal consumption and moving toward a plant-based diet would have a profound impact on the health of our planet.

Let’s take one measure as an example. According to a report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change – a body of the United Nations dedicated to providing objective, scientific information regarding human-induced climate change – a worldwide shift to plant-based diets would potentially reduce global emissions from our current level of 55.3 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (abbreviated as GtCO 2e) per year to

8 GtCO 2e per year.5

One of the reasons that animal agriculture has such a negative impact on the environment is that ruminant animals such as cows and sheep produce significant amounts of methane, a greenhouse gas, as they digest food – anywhere from 250 to 500 liters per animal per day6 – and methane is 34 times more potent than carbon dioxide (CO 2).7

The full impact of industrialized agriculture on the planet is often hidden. When we think of meat production, for instance, we don’t often consider the land that was deforested to make room for the animals to graze. Nor do we think of the land cleared so that animal feed such as soybeans could be planted and harvested. Did you know that trees and plants actually absorb CO 2 as food? It happens during photosynthesis: as the leaves pull in CO 2 and water, they use the power of the sun to convert them into nutrients – and in the process, they release oxygen. You can imagine the aftermath of clearing swathes of the Amazon rainforest, which acts as a massive carbon sink that also dampens the global temperature.

So, when you hear someone say they went vegan for the environment, this is what they are talking about! Yes, cell-based meat, also known as lab-grown meat, promises new approaches to animal protein and, consequently, to our kinship with animals. But why eat any animal products when there are so many delicious and nutritious plant-based foods available?
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