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What People Are Saying About


The Nature Embedded Mind


I love the important and empowering message of psychotherapist Julie Brams’ new book The Nature Embedded Mind. Her profound work offers us the first step in addressing the escalating, converging eco-disasters now happening on our planet. Brams urges us to wake up from the destructive delusion that humans are somehow magically separate from and superior to the rest of nature and deeply take in the reality that we are part of nature. Brams captures this simple but profound shift in thinking and inspires us to take collective, constructive healing action and to open ourselves to a profoundly joyful relationship with the rest of nature.


Linda Buzzell, LMFT, co-editor of Healing with Nature in Mind, researcher, author, and adjunct faculty at Pacifica Graduate Institute


In The Nature Embedded Mind: How the Way We Think Can Heal Our Planet and Ourselves, Brams makes a simple and inarguable case for a profound shift in thinking needed at this point in human history. Brams’ recommendation of how this shift can occur, not only at the individual level but also across the entire field of Western psychology, is bold and inspirational.


Thom Hartmann, New York Times bestselling author of over 30 books, national and international progressive political commentator, radio personality, and talk show host


In her book, The Nature Embedded Mind, Julie Brams offers a clear, inviting, and effective guidebook for coming back into direct relationship with the larger web of kinship and life that has already surrounded and sustained us. These teachings and practices are critically needed for the cultural changes ahead and support greater personal happiness and daily intimacy with body, land, and community. Highly recommended!


Daniel Foor, Ph.D., Author of Ancestral Medicine: Rituals for Personal and Family Healing


Julie Brams’ The Nature Embedded Mind is a must-read for mental health clinicians in the age of the Anthropocene. As we witness the emergence of heightened climate anxiety, Brams’ analysis of the intersection between eco-psychology and the practice of forest therapy stands as a beacon of hope for understanding the true medicine of the more-than-human world. Her work affirms the critical idea that repairing the relationship between humanity and the Earth is foundational to our entire experience of what we call mental health and goes beyond the idea to suggest how we can create space for the intelligence and wisdom of nature to be the source of our deepest healing.


Ben Page, author of Healing Trees: Your Pocket Guide to Forest Bathing, director of training for the Association of Nature and Forest Therapy, and founder of Shinrin Yoku LA and Integral Forest Bathing


The Nature Embedded Mind is an indispensable book for cultivating healing at a root level. Filled with entertaining, insightful personal stories, well-thought-out research on the intersection between environmental science and psychology, and practical methods to repair what is broken — this is a guidebook out of isolation, depression, and disconnection and towards true healing, not only of ourselves but remarkably, the entire planet. This book is a must-read for anyone seeking a future of balance, connection, and wholeness.


Marni Freedman, LMFT, program director for the San Diego Writers Festival


Julie Brams writes with great clarity and sensitivity about what it means to be a guide, and her journey to learn the art of guiding. She articulates the essential differences between guide and psychotherapist. Having trained in both practices, she is uniquely qualified to do so. She brings forward an understanding essential for all those who would be guides.


Amos Clifford, Founder CEO Association of Nature and Forest Therapy, author of Your Guide to Forest Bathing: Experience the Healing Power of Nature
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How to Use This Book


In brief, use this book in partnership with one or more other-than-human beings. “Other-than-human” means any of the other beings we share our world with — soil, air, water, rocks, clouds, flowers, trees, grass, squirrels, lizards, birds, bees, grasshoppers, cats, dogs, fish — the list is limitless. It also may include non-living humans, ancestors, and other spiritual beings. When you have questions, confusion, resistance or an “aha” moment, take whatever is happening in your heart out into nature and lean on another form of life to give you support and insight around the issue.


Overview


You’ll get the most out of reading the chapters in order. The first few chapters outline what reEarthing means, where we’ve been psychologically, and where we’re going, as well as defining an essential and exciting paradigm shift from seeing ourselves as separate from and dominant over nature toward perceiving ourselves as embedded in one unified collection of beings consciously interdependent upon one another. We will consider the unique role clinicians play in this paradigmatic shift and the necessary adjustment from therapist to therapist-as-guide as we expand our conscious partnership with Nature as therapist. We will explore the Association of Nature and Forest Therapy (ANFT) model of nature therapy in particular, and consider this method through my personal account, an interview with one of the original trainers/mentors of the method, as well as thoughts presented by other ANFT certified guides. We will also look at the intersection of mindfulness meditation, sensory awareness and ANFT-style nature therapy.


Each chapter includes personal anecdotes and experience, up-to-date scientific information, and reflection invitations. The invitations are placed at breakpoints as well as at chapter endings and it’s my suggestion that you stop and reflect in the moment. You may want to jot down your thoughts, and again, take whatever comes up for you in your heart and mind out into nature to receive support and insight from the more-than-human beings. In other words, take it to the woods.


FAQs


What if I’m new to this kind of information?


First and foremost, notice what resonates with you. You may already feel this perspective as true. If not, no worries. Above all, this is intended to be the start of a conversation. See what fits, ask questions, ask me, ask the trees. We’re all in this together.


What if I’m not new to this kind of information?


Notice what confirms or challenges what you already think. Beginner’s mind, which means approaching the information with an attitude of openness, eagerness, and lack of preconceptions, is helpful because it allows new insights, especially within areas you feel expert in. This doesn’t negate your own wisdom and what you’ve already experienced in any way.


Additionally, this information may serve as support and validation for you in your practice and/or as a way to share these concepts with others. Whatever you find, hopefully it continues the deepening of your relationship with the rest of nature.


What if I don’t live near the woods?


“Taking it to the woods” is a shorthand way of referring to all the other-than-human beings around us. If you do have woods or forest nearby with a lake, river, or stream, that’s the perfect place to cultivate your relationships. If not, any outdoor setting allows us to interact with the rest of nature. We can go to a park, a beach, or our own yard. I live in an apartment and find myself deeply connected to the palm trees, grass, insects, birds, sky, clouds, and other beings in the building’s courtyard. The more-than-human world is all around us waiting to engage with us all the time.


If you feel any resistance, remember that this is most likely a sign that your mind is bumping up against the old paradigm. Take notice of it, jot it down or mark it in the book and take it to the woods. Bring whatever you’re feeling (confusion, anger, fear, sadness, shame, argument, guilt) to a nature ally for help and support.


Remember, this is a centuries-old collective human bias that we’re confronting. To make this shift, we all must give ourselves permission to unlearn, and relearn, as well as the permission to feel humility and recognize it as a good sign.


What Can Help


Be prepared to confront long-held pre-existing beliefs:




	about nature


	about nature therapy


	about the field of psychology


	about human evolution


	about our place in the universe


	about being an expert





Let go of your expert mind!


Again, use what is referred to in mindfulness as beginner’s mind; a way of approaching without preconceptions, or prior judgment. If you have your own style of nature therapy already this may be a particular challenge. In that case, allow this to be a refresher, as well as noticing any new concepts you might like to lean into. If you don’t already partner with nature, there are some simple ways to begin integrating this into your existing practice to whatever degree you feel called to do.


Keep these four core ideas close at hand:




	Open your mind to this paradigm shift in thinking.


	Remember this is an experiential change that requires doing the practice to understand it. Reading about the practice will not give you anywhere near as much appreciation as engaging in it will. Spend unstructured time in nature with whatever these ideas bring up in you.


	Make sure you give something back to your nature allies to shift the “using nature” paradigm. Consider what you’d like to give your allies in return for what you’re receiving.


	If you’re a mental health or allied professional, take your clients into the woods to support and develop their personal relationships with the other-than-humans. When you do, shift your role from therapist to guide.
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Introduction


If we are to use our tools in the service of fitting in on Earth, our basic relationship to nature — even the story we tell ourselves about who we are in the universe — has to change.


Janine Benyus, American Natural Sciences Writer, Innovation Consultant, Author


What do you notice about yourself when you lie down in the grass and gaze up at the clouds? What do you notice when you gaze into a shadowy pond long enough to discover a fish slowly moving toward you? When the sound of rustling leaves reveals a small bird nearby? What do you feel like when you sit on a boulder at the top of a mountain trail and look out at the silent trees below you? When you’re brushing your dog’s fur and you notice a look in his eye that you recognize as gratitude and love? What do you experience when you notice the grass in your yard is struggling in the summer heat? What do you feel when that same grass is growing lush again after you’ve given it more water? What happens inside you when you’re walking alone in the winter woods and stop to feel the snow silently gathering on and around you? Who are you in these moments? How do you experience yourself and the world when you’re in intimate connection with nature?


That you, is you in your natural consciousness, a nature embedded mind. The one you were born with.


Our knowledge about the benefits of being in nature is growing daily. Human-Nature connection plays a significant role in our health, the health of our planet, and our ability to return to a sustainable culture where humans live in balance with the rest of nature. This sustainable culture is a nature embedded way of life that stems from a nature embedded mind. This way of thinking and behaving is best exemplified by our Indigenous ancestors and our current Indigenous contemporaries. However, it’s also a way of life that has no racial identity and is the natural birthright of all human beings. We are all born from Earth, and we all have the capacity to live in connection with Earth. The key to whether we do or not and to what degree we do, hinges on one simple premise in our own thinking. That premise is: I am embodied and embedded within all elements of Earth. In other words, my body is part of and connected to all the other parts of one living interdependent being named Earth.


I’ve written this book for many types of people. It’s written for those who:




	Feel better in nature.


	Are curious about human-nature relations and what it might do for them.


	Spend most of the time indoors or online.


	Feel uncomfortable in nature.


	Want to feel better about themselves.


	Want to deepen their connections with the rest of nature.


	Are interested in ecology and practices to help the Earth.


	Are on a journey of decolonizing their mind.


	Are interested in uncovering attitudes and thoughts that may be limiting them.


	Feel deeply connected to nature and want to feel the support of others like them.





In short, it’s for all of us. And it’s especially written for my colleagues in mental health and allied professions since there is such a potentially unique and important role for us to play.


My hope is that this book serves as an invitation for all of us to begin an important discussion together about humans and nature, about the human mind and how it affects human behavior, about the nature of humans perhaps forgotten, and about the reclamation of our place in the natural world as a pathway to our well-being.


It’s a discussion set in Rumi’s grassy field “...beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing….” It is hopefully a safe space to challenge our current thinking about human-nature relations, about our personal and collective cultural assumptions, and about the role psychology plays in sustainability. Perhaps this can become a courageous space, where we consider ideas together yet come to our own conclusions, whatever they are.


I’m proposing and inviting you to join me in a significant shift in consciousness from where we are now regarding our place in nature. Yet at the same time, it’s a former consciousness all our ancestors held to be true not that long ago. And it’s the consciousness each of us is born with and still have. In some way, perhaps it’s simply a return to our former beliefs about humans, nature, and our mutual bonds. We ourselves are nature. That is a fact. Because of that, we intrinsically have a relationship with the rest of nature whether we think we do or not. This book is simply an opportunity to look at our personal relationship with the rest of nature and assess the condition that relationship is in without judgment. You may be very pleased with what you find, and you may discover ways to be even more respectful and intimate with your more-than-human family. Or you may be startled to see how disconnected you’ve been from that family, so much so that you don’t know how to start the conversation. That’s okay too. What I hope you get from reading this book is a self-compassionate exploration of how you answer these questions with the understanding that whatever your response is, it’s okay. No one knows your mind better than you. And because of that, this exploration of your own mind, your attitudes and beliefs are personal and unique to you. There are no wrong answers, only discoveries.


I’m also asking you to consider joining me in creating a shift in the field of Western psychology, not as a critique of it, or of the thousands of practitioners that use their hearts and minds each day to help people overcome mental health issues, but as an evolutionary advance in understanding consciousness. This advance is as important as the advances we’ve made from Freudian analysis through cognitive behaviorism, through the recent incorporation of mindfulness meditation into our therapeutic work, through neuro-therapies like EMDR Therapy and Brainspotting, and through the many somatic methods our field is still refining.


The shift I hope you will join me in making is a change in our collective premise where we regard ourselves as different from the natural world and a change in the way Western psychology currently addresses that premise. Though self-evident, the thought that we are nature is a thought that our minds are constantly trained away from. We’re taught instead to see the human species as somehow different from the natural world and at the top of an imaginary hierarchy. Our behaviors follow that premise. Like all implicit biases, this fallacy is almost imperceptible, is self-reinstating, and needs a persistent form of intervention to make real change. Changing this assumption in our thinking is perhaps a challenge to our ego, but a crucial one at this point as we face the current crises of our time. If we succeed in making this shift, we can unlock the perceptual cages of every mind we touch and enable our species to realign itself back into a way of living that supports Earth and all its inhabitants.


We can already see this shift in thinking beginning in other professional fields (environmental sciences, biology, and business innovation), and in people in general. The global pandemic of 2020 accelerated this perceptual shift for many people as we found ourselves quarantined from each other. Questions about what was essential came to the forefront of our minds and oftentimes the answer came in the form of nature, animals, and other elements. During the pandemic, parks and beaches became literally overrun. This is the natural medicine we turned to in a time of extraordinary, never-before-seen, or experienced, stress.


You yourself may be beginning to make this shift in your consciousness. Or you may have made this shift and are now living in a consciousness where you are in respectful reciprocal relationships with the other-than-human beings around you and perceive yourself as nature. You may already be experiencing the changes that accompany that perspective. I wonder if we can embrace the potential for that same change in our mental health practices and our larger culture as well.


Another category you may notice (or be part of) is the growing number of people who can sense some kind of mental shift is needed, but not having the guidance or permission to turn to other forms of nature as equally intelligent beings, are left feeling immense fear, agitation, depression, and hopelessness about humanity and about the future of our existence. I wonder how inviting them back into their own relationship with the rest of nature might affect them.


Current scientific research shows, without a doubt, that humans are optimized in nature both physically and mentally. Studies that originated in the 1980s in Japan have now been replicated and advanced globally. Research on human health benefits associated with non-goal directed time immersed in nature shows a measurable positive effect on the immune system, cardiovascular system, stress hormones, and lifestyle diseases such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and cancer. Studies also find measurable psychological benefits such as stress resiliency, attention restoration, increased compassion, empathy, and creativity, and decreases in anxiety and depression. We will review the growing body of scientific research demonstrating the exact ways nature connection benefits humans, both physically and mentally. These measurable effects are encouraging and oftentimes may be the gateway for people to re-engage with nature in a meaningful way. However, it all too often stops short of the perceptual shift that we need now. Therefore, we will also look deeper into the change in consciousness we need in addition to just spending time in nature and how to reclaim our original, nature embedded consciousness easily and effortlessly.


It takes a huge act of courage to go against our collective consciousness and risk being ostracized. Science is beginning to give us the permission and courage to think differently from what we’ve been taught, without risking alienation from our human herd. But science is only the beginning.


With science giving us the reason why, the next step is to look at our own thinking and the actions that follow our thinking. It’s only through re-engaging an intimate personal relationship with the nature around us that we can fully participate as equal members of our planetary community. Conversely to Hansel and Gretel who left breadcrumbs to find their way out of the woods, we find ourselves now stranded in our civilized, industrialized, digitized cage and needing to find the trail back into our wilderness.


The good news is that unlike Hansel and Gretel, the trail is permanently marked, doesn’t disappear, cannot be destroyed, and is with you all the time. The trail back into connection with the rest of nature is your birthright. It is your own nature. Spending time in sensory connection with the rest of nature with no agenda other than to connect with the other beings, is that trail.


We will learn about an evidence-based method that allows our minds to genuinely shift the way we see ourselves in relationship with other beings. That shift in consciousness will prevent us from recreating an outdoor cage. Letting go of the idea that we are separate and different from nature is essential, though not always easy. Although it may go against our current social norms, rediscovering our personal intimate relationship with the rest of nature can be playful, fun, restful, inspiring, invigorating, pleasurable. We are hardwired for this connection yet limit ourselves by prioritizing our human-to-human connections above all others. And although we do allow ourselves to recognize interspecies connections with a small number of species we call “pets,” we place an artificial limit on our ability to connect with other species. With the right guidance, nature and forest therapy provides the deep change in consciousness that can truly free us from our current thinking which has led us so far from our original way of co-existing in our planetary family.


Human history and Indigenous cultures show us examples of sustainable living; science gives us the reasons why we might want to think outside of our perceptual cage; and nature and forest therapy provides us with the way to easily shift our consciousness to a nature embedded mindset. I invite you here to take a breath and wonder with me about humans and nature. Even more to the point, about humans as nature: one sentient organism with many parts including, but not favoring, human beings. With that, we begin…


A Note for Clinicians and Allied Professionals:


First, I want to thank you for looking at this issue. I know how hard all of us work to serve our people and stay informed about our craft, all the while having to maintain our own balance and mental health. I’ve been a clinician for over 30 years now and still have a full-time, integrative private practice. I’m a mindfulness meditation practitioner and teacher and an ANFT certified forest therapy guide, but mainly I’m a fellow traveler here with you. An eternal Earth lover, a mother, a feminist, and someone who has never lost hope for the human race.


Like you, I have seen an uptick in anxiety, panic, depression, and despair in our populations, and sadly a huge spike in all the above in our children. The deep need people have seems greater than ever. It can feel daunting at times. I hope this exploration of how to lean into the intelligence of Nature as an ally in healing what ails the human mind, will refresh us as well as our worldview.


As mentioned, a primary intention for me when writing this book was to specifically call on and call-in mental health and allied professionals to join in helping a profound shift in human consciousness. As mental health professionals, we are looked to as role models and experts in what creates and sustains emotional and psychological well-being. We have the training and the skill to understand where something may be impeding a family dynamic, and we know how to listen and teach others to listen in a way that promotes bonding and harmony.


We know how and when to support our clients and we know when to step back and let healing take place. We also have permission from the people we work with to help them see things differently, to change maladaptive beliefs and to choose prosocial actions that support the holistic health of an individual, a couple, a family, or any other system.


It’s already our job to help ourselves and others operate from adaptive prosocial constructs. It’s already our job to find and point out maladaptive antisocial thinking. It’s an exciting next step for our profession to facilitate this repair in human-nature relationship. As always, our first step is to investigate our own thinking and the actions that follow. As we learn early in our training, we can’t take anyone somewhere we haven’t been ourselves. So, grab your courage, and your curiosity. It’s time to expand our thinking again. This time with regards to our relationship with nature, the other-than-human beings with whom we share and co-create our world. Then we can begin helping our clients’ relationships with nature. It’s already our job to help heal relationships. It’s simply a matter of expanding our sense of family to include the other-than-human beings, the rest of nature.


I invite you to come along on this journey, to examine how we see ourselves in relationship to the rest of nature. I invite you to learn about and explore the Association of Nature and Forest Therapy (ANFT) style of nature therapy in particular, because of its standardized methodology. I promise you that this exploration will be fun and relaxing all the while changing how you see yourself as a member of Earth. Though this is not a training manual, notice if what you discover here prompts you to consider how your own practice of or certification in ANFT-style forest therapy may shift or enhance your beliefs about mental health and your practice.


Finally, I invite those of you in healing professions to join me in helping your clients reconsider their beliefs about themselves and nature and experience the changes that occur when they are guided by you to repair and reconnect this most precious and crucial relationship.


There has been no greater time in history than now to confront the faulty premise that humans are something other than and outside of the rest of nature. It’s my hope that this book will allow us to explore and wonder about this premise, how it may operate in our perception of ourselves and nature, and perhaps recognize what behaviors might change as our perceptions expand. And lastly, give us an effortless desire to help our clients confront it in themselves as well. In this way, we can heal. And in our healing, we have a chance and opportunity to return to a sustainable way of living in our planet, not on it.
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