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FUTURE SACRED
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“At this teetering moment in the story of our species, when the 
fate of not just our kind but of so many other species hangs in the balance, we 
are massively in need of fresh ways of thinking attuned to the more-than-human 
matrix that holds, enables, and secretly nourishes all of our human cogitations. 
Future Sacred could not be timelier—its themes are crucial to the very 
prospect of a livable future.”

DAVID ABRAM, PHD, AUTHOR OF THE SPELL OF THE SENSUOUS AND 
BECOMING ANIMAL AND FOUNDER OF ALLIANCE FOR WILD ETHICS

“In her deeply thoughtful and wonderful book, Morley presents an 
engaging argument for bringing the sacred into all our world-making endeavors. 
She invites us to reawaken to our cosmic connectedness, reenchant our present 
and future, and create possibility in the face of crisis. Timely and essential 
reading.”

DR. JUDITH ORLOFF, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF EMOTIONAL 
FREEDOM

“A richly textured cornucopia of wisdom and facts for the 21st 
century. Such a vibrant mixture of poetic expression and objects of fascination 
is rare indeed. Read and enjoy this wonderful book!”

ALLAN COMBS, PHD, DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR CONSCIOUSNESS 
STUDIES AT THE CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES AND COAUTHOR OF 
SYNCHRONICITY

“. . . a richly textured investigation into where we have 
been, where we are going, and how and why we need to transform our society right 
now. Morley dives deeply into examining how unity, compassion, and collaborative 
creativity can reinvent our vision of the future. Exploring diverse methods 
grounded in complexity theory and systems thinking, Morley makes the case for a 
necessary healing of our planetary relationships. A wonderful contribution 
filled with deep theoretical reflection and challenging inquiry, Future 
Sacred presents an engaging look at the original ideas shaping the new 
paradigm.”

RONALD ALEXANDER, PHD, LEADERSHIP CONSULTANT, PSYCHOTHERAPIST, 
AND AUTHOR OF WISE MIND, OPEN MIND

“Future Sacred elegantly weaves many different threads of 
indigenous wisdom, philosophy, and science into a new and ancient fabric of 
meaning that reenchants the Earth and our co-creative role within her. This book 
reconnects us with the ‘radical enchantment of now,’ reminding us of our innate 
kinship with life as a planetary process and of our co-creative agency and hence 
responsibility for the future of life. At this time of planetary peril, Morley 
issues a call for embodying our sacred interbeing in all we do, so that we may 
heal ourselves in intimate relationship with a living planet, individually and 
collectively living into the future sacred now—today—through our thoughts, 
words, and actions.”

DANIEL CHRISTIAN WAHL, AUTHOR OF DESIGNING REGENERATIVE CULTURES

“Future Sacred urges us into a new story—a story of 
synergy and partnership with the cosmos. Morley’s wisdom compels us to respect 
the intrinsic sacred sentience that underlies the interrelatedness in the web of 
life. This work of integrity recognizes that no true separation exists between 
human and planetary problems. Thanks to Julie J. Morley we are compelled to 
embrace sacred communion. This work requires our deepest attention.”

KINGSLEY DENNIS, PHD, COAUTHOR OF DAWN OF THE AKASHIC AGE: NEW 
CONSCIOUSNESS, QUANTUM RESONANCE, AND THE FUTURE OF THE WORLD

“Julie Morley draws on an impressive array of sources—ancient and 
modern, indigenous and Western—to support a proposal that is as simple as it is 
profound: if we are to move toward a sacred future we must learn to live on 
nature’s terms, with partnership rather than domination, synergy instead of 
mastery. She is so right to tell us that in the present planetary catastrophe we 
cannot afford not to act, but we can less afford to act without these deeper 
insights.”

PETER REASON, PROFESSOR EMERITUS, UNIVERSITY OF BATH, AND AUTHOR 
OF SPINDRIFT AND IN SEARCH OF GRACE

“Anyone concerned about the current environmental crisis needs to 
read Future Sacred. Inspired by indigenous wisdom and modern science, 
Morley combines her deep love and respect for nature with wide-ranging insights 
from biology, ecology, and complexity science. The result: an inspired and 
informed account of the intimate relationship between humanity and the rest of 
the natural world. The survival of our species may well depend on implementing 
the wisdom contained in these pages.”

CHRISTIAN DE QUINCEY, PHD, AUTHOR OF RADICAL NATURE AND BLIND SPOTS

“One thing is certain: our future is uncertain. Looking at the 
state of the planet today, it is hard to imagine how humanity can avoid the 
looming ecological catastrophe. But with enough wisdom and inspired action, we 
can pull through. Julie Morley’s message is clear: ‘We need to think differently 
about how we think and act.’ Her book Future Sacred, a manifesto for the 
future, shows us all the way forward.”

BRIAN THOMAS SWIMME, PHD, PROFESSOR OF EVOLUTIONARY COSMOLOGY AT 
THE CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES AND AUTHOR OF THE UNIVERSE IS A 
GREEN DRAGON
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FOREWORD

By Glenn Aparicio Parry

Thought moves the way water moves, filtering down and pervading societies, 
and eventually the globe. Ideas are like droplets that pool together and 
circulate in streams of consciousness. Many of these streams never gather 
momentum and are consigned to minor tributaries that become dry riverbeds—but 
enough pool together into larger mainstreams that reach all the way to the 
ocean. This oceanic consciousness contains the ideas that have traveled most 
widely. Because they are so widespread, they become tacitly accepted—which is to 
say that nobody questions them or examines the assumptions that underpin them. 
These assumptions become the lens through which we view, interpret, and act in 
the world—commonly known as our dominant paradigm, which Immanuel Kant 
called a weltanschauung, or worldview.

Other ideas—sometimes our best—do not initially penetrate the mainstream, but 
do penetrate the soil of our consciousness. They go underground, beneath our 
current awareness, until the timing is right for them to bubble up to the 
surface of collective consciousness. By this time, they are so old and forgotten 
they appear fresh and new.

A key to understanding the timing of ideas—how they emerge, become 
mainstream, or go underground and resurface—is to realize that human thought 
unfolds much like the hydrological cycle. Western science leaves humans out of this cycle, but the Hopi and other 
Indigenous peoples teach that the underground and above-ground waters and those 
held in the atmosphere are always in relationship—and that human beings are an 
integral part of this relationship. And why not? We are composed of 70 percent 
water; approximately the same proportion as the oceans that cover the surface of 
the planet.

When we examine the evolution of human thought, we see an even closer 
parallel to the movement of water. Ideas of one age grow stagnant in another, 
and when this occurs, the knowledge evaporates, is considered obsolete, and 
eventually is forgotten. But that is not the end of the process. Forgotten ideas 
don’t just disappear; they are reborn in another form. Imagine an idea 
evaporating into the atmosphere, but, once there, regaining strength, like a 
hurricane at sea. Up in the atmosphere, the idea enlarges and recharges itself 
by mixing with other idea clouds—and when the time is right, returns to Earth in 
a brainstorm of charged energy that shakes up, breaks apart, and dissolves ideas 
that have outlived their usefulness. In this way (at least metaphorically), new 
paradigms of thought are born.

New paradigms, as Thomas Kuhn realized, are not a linear progression of new 
ideas as much as they incorporate the old in a new way. They are original only 
in the sense of being novel reformulations. They emerge from an ever-changing 
matrix of thought whose true source is nature. Our best thinkers realize this, 
and draw upon the timeless wisdom of the ages and the innate wisdom of the 
natural world in formulating their worldview. Julie Morley is such a thinker.

I introduce Morley in this way because she has taken on a grand mission in 
Future Sacred. Morley is both a complex thinker and modern panpsychist who 
sees life force and sentience everywhere. She not only challenges mainstream 
ideas; she dives in, dusts off, reexamines, and re-presents many of the 
great—and often esoteric—ideas that have circulated in human consciousness from 
antiquity to the present.

Future Sacred is an exquisitely erudite, wide-ranging, and important book, 
and one that stands outside the restrictions of linear time. Nothing escapes the web Morley weaves in Future Sacred—and 
nothing is dead or forgotten. Morley exhumes and breathes life into ancient 
traditions that have been forgotten or marginalized, such as panpsychism, 
Indigenous ways of knowing, and the ideas of Pre-Socratics such as Heraclitus 
and Parmenides. She also draws inspiration from romantic philosophers like 
Goethe, Wordsworth, and Shelley—and a wide variety of process-relational 
philosophers (Whitehead, Schelling, and others).

Many have tried to navigate through the labyrinth of philosophical and 
scientific literature, but few succeed—even fewer as well as Morley does in 
Future Sacred. Like the mythical Ariadne, Morley guides her readers out of 
the labyrinth by following a unifying thread—her love for Mother Earth and love 
for all the amazing forms and expressions that make up this radically 
interconnected web of life (which E. O. Wilson called biophilia). This includes human beings in all our 
various forays into understanding the Great Mystery.

Morley does all this without discounting the value, impact, or potential of 
modern science. She does, however, alert us to the dangers of obtaining 
knowledge as a victory over nature. She doesn’t ask us to surrender our free 
will—just to choose to live in acceptance of the cosmic unfolding that is larger 
than (but includes) the human realm.

Morley envisions a future in which humanity establishes a different way of 
relating to the natural world. It is a participatory way of knowing that she 
describes as communion: something like what Thich Nhat Hanh calls 
interbeing—the realization of the radically interdependent existence of all 
things. Morley calls this radical interdependence sacred symbiosis. But 
this symbiosis is not merely physical; there is a mental correlate as well. This 
is what Buddha meant when he said, “When this is, that is. From the arising of 
this comes the arising of that.”

To create this future, we must break out of our conditioned way of seeing 
ourselves as the only sentient beings, transcendent and separate from nature. 
This is a hard task, for, Morley asserts, it requires us not only to think outside of the box but to think outside the system that created 
the box.

As difficult as this may seem, it is imperative that humans do exactly as 
Morley counsels. The systems that created the box are not the complete picture; 
there are still other levels, other realms, in which humans are nested but have 
difficulty seeing. Morley draws upon Indigenous elders, Goethe, and modern 
interpreters of Goethe, such as Craig Holdrege, who understand that we must 
cultivate relationships and alliances with the plant, animal, and mineral 
kingdoms if we are to venture into their realms. Morley emphasizes the plant 
kingdom, and she is right to draw our attention to the sentience of plants. We 
could not be alive if it were not for the oxygen that plants and trees breathe 
out, just as they depend upon mammals to give back to them the CO2 they need to 
survive. In this sacred circle, we are in a conspiracy with plants: we conspire 
(breathe together) with them.

As Morley knows, there are real consequences to our inability to see nature 
as sentient. When we deny sentience to plants and trees, for instance, we regard 
them as mere instruments for our utilitarian needs. Trees act as the lungs of 
the Earth, but are reduced to economic resources: firewood, paper, or building 
materials. This reductive thinking has led to rapid deforestation and climate 
change, which is coming back to haunt us now. We can still save ourselves from 
our own ignorance by changing the way we think. It is only when we revision 
humanity through the lens of radical interconnection that we will begin to weave 
a web of solutions that includes all our relations with which we share this 
planet.

In short, Future Sacred gives voice to an enormous vision—for a human and more-than-human sentient world. This vision does not deny the 
integrity of the human world, but recognizes that we are also inextricably 
interconnected with a larger whole—that we are part of a living, pulsing, 
willful natural world. Morley shares this vision with a growing number of 
philosophers and writers such as Christian de Quincey, David Abram, Joanna Macy, 
Lynn Margulis, Charles Eisenstein, and many others, all dreaming about the restoration—and restorying—of a more 
sacred, beautiful world. No vision is more important to articulate and enact 
than this vision, for our survival depends upon its resurgence into mainstream 
consciousness.

GLENN APARICIO PARRY, PHD, is the author of the Nautilus award-winning book 
Original Thinking: A Radical Revisioning of Time, Humanity, and Nature 
(North Atlantic Books, 2015) and the forthcoming book Sacred Politics 
(Select Books, 2020). An educator, speaker, and ecopsychologist, Parry’s 
lifelong passion is to reform thinking into a coherent, cohesive whole. The 
founder and past president of the SEED Institute, Parry is currently the 
director of a grassroots think tank, the Circle for Original Thinking 
(www.originalthinking.us). He lives in northern New Mexico.



INTRODUCTION

This book reveals our possible future—a sacred future. But because 
every future has a past and grows from the present, the pages that follow look 
at our sacred future through the lens of where we are now and where we came 
from.

Our observable cosmos burst from a point of colossal mass and unimaginable 
heat, then space expanded rapidly through inflation in every direction, from 
every point. Our expanding cosmos cooled and formed the first stars. The residue 
of those early supermassive stars created beautiful webs of stellar bodies and 
objects strewn across vast stretches of space; the mysterious ancestral 
birthplace of our solar system. Billions of years later, Earth’s watery surface 
bloomed with cellular protozoa that eventually differentiated into myriad life 
forms. Pangaea (Earth’s primordial, connected land mass) differentiated into 
many lands, and diverse hominid species emerged. Fossil evidence shows that our 
ancestors interbred to become Homo sapiens sapiens. The differentiation 
continued as nomadic protohumans made their way out of Africa to the north. 
Adaptation produced genetic variations over eons, and so the Pangaeans 
diversified into people of different cultures and languages. They began to look, 
act, and speak very differently from each other, and as a result came up with 
different origin stories. However, they all emerged from common Pangaean 
ancestors, and before that, from the great ocean, and before that, from the 
stars.

Although we now know more than ever before about our origins, and we also know that our differences result from genetic adaptations born of 
nature’s creativity, peoples currently find themselves enmeshed in oppositional 
dualities. Although we began as Pangaeans, born of the stars and Earth, today we 
face our greatest challenge: How do we evolve into Pan-Gaians—united 
earthlings, no longer just stargazers but also future spacefarers? The future we 
create will depend on how we view our past and our present.

The word future comes from the Latin futurus, the future 
participle of esse, “to be.” Our future is not an outcome, but part of a 
process within universal unfolding—a process of becoming what we were not 
before. History seems to repeat itself in patterns, none of them ever exactly 
the same. This creates new and more complex scenarios that can seem unfamiliar 
and confusing, but on closer examination, we awaken to cycles and patterns that 
repeat themselves. In recognizing these patterns, we connect with what we were, 
with what we are, and with what we could be.

This book is also about the sacred—recognizing our participation in these 
patterns and how we participate in our own becoming. The word sacred 
comes from the Latin verb sacrare, meaning “to devote, dedicate.” In the 
Western world, we tend to think of the sacred as religious or holy. However, the 
embodied sacred is about something more fundamental and primordial than 
religion: it is about devotion and dedication. Every being devotes and dedicates 
itself to some innate purpose. Single cells, microbes, plants, insects, 
animals—every being makes its own unique contribution. More importantly, 
devotion and dedication are fundamentally about connection and relationships. 
When we sense and honor the sacred, we devote and dedicate ourselves to other 
beings.

Religious devotion is often about giving something to a deity in 
gratitude or in exchange for benevolent care of self or our loved ones. It can 
even involve giving the self toward the well-being of others as a devotional act 
in the deity’s presence. But as embodied devotion and dedication, the 
sacred becomes something different. It’s about how we give ourselves to the 
world; it’s about our relationships with other embodied beings. Relating to others in a devoted or dedicated way constitutes 
the essence of the sacred.

Nonhumans instinctively dedicate themselves to the embodied sacred: bees 
don’t rely on ideologies to compel them to pollinate. Our ideologies and 
actions, however, interrupt the bees’ sacred devotion, resulting in colony 
collapse. Cetaceans don’t need ideologies in order to migrate. However, enacting 
our ideologies does interrupt their migrations (for example, through oceanic 
noise pollution). Our ideologies also tend to interrupt our own deep intuitive 
connection to the embodied sacred.

Human constructs and societal norms and narratives either support or obscure 
greater universal patterns, depending on the nature of the culture and 
government. Layers and combinations of our dominant narratives disconnect us 
from the deep rhythmic pulse of the universe. Ever since the Industrial 
Revolution, the pulse of society has become more rapid and more out of tune with 
the greater rhythms of nature. The grinding, clanking, rattling, and chugging of 
the mechanistic age obscures the deeper patterns and pulse of life. Technology 
that is out of touch with that deeper pulse speeds up the pace of change and 
intensifies complexity in ways that challenge and even imperil our next stage of 
evolution.

The massive explosion of information technology causes overwhelm, sensory 
inundation, and disassociation. Not only are we entrenched in our paradigms and 
hypnotized by personal and social narratives, but far too often we feel 
overstimulated, too exhausted to envision anything beyond the boundaries of our 
dominant paradigm. Being stuck in a paradigm leads to noospheric colony 
collapse. We compensate for the pathology of a toxic, hypercomplex world through 
self-numbing and self-soothing distractions—distancing us further from the deep 
rhythms of the cosmos. Sometimes we acutely feel this loss of connection, but 
mostly the alienation haunts our unconscious.

Alienation causes grief, both individual and collective. However, the depth 
of our grief can be so great that we suppress it and transform it into denial, rage, blame, sadness, and depression. As our world 
changes—with coral-reef deaths, mass species extinctions, oceanic 
acidification—social media overflow with memes of despair. Many are in denial, 
but many more feel powerless about the loss of our cosmic home and ashamed of 
the fact that our own species is complicit in that loss. For example, sadly, a 
recent study shows that in the United States most urban dwellers can no longer 
see the Milky Way because of air pollution—a poignant metaphor for the loss of 
connection to our origins and to the greater universe. Humanity’s sense of 
wonder and cosmic connection began with our ancestors’ stargazing, wondering 
about the universe and the meaning of it all. Loss of that wonder and 
connectedness leads inevitably to a loss of meaning and to the loss of a future 
based on sacred devotion to the embodied world.

What, then, shall we devote ourselves to? God? Science? Capital? Technology? Ideology? Everyone has a different opinion about what we should 
devote ourselves to, about what should be considered sacred. The complexity, the 
multiplicity-in-unity, of the world gives the illusion of opposites. Stuck in an 
endless cycle of narratives competing for dominance, society increasingly 
expresses itself through senseless violence. Policies vary depending on how we 
respond to the sacred. Many social policies express homophobic, racist, sexist, 
and speciesist stereotypes—the essence of oppositional ideology. Our laws and 
institutions emerged from a worldview that devotes itself to protecting ideology 
rather than promoting experience or connection between all species. The Western 
paradigm of governance, based on oppositional ideologies, cannot adequately 
support increasingly complex societies. Our sacred future depends on what we 
dedicate ourselves to becoming.

I offer this book as a gesture of my devotion and dedication to the future. I 
devote myself to examining the state of our becoming for the sake of future 
generations. I consider our unique (but not superior) human intelligence a 
sacred gift, just as all sentience creates sacred relations—from subatomic 
particles to atoms to molecules, cells, neural networks, and communities. 
Whatever our sacred gift happens to be, we honor the deeper patterns of the universe when we share it. Devotion 
expresses the sacred when it supports those universal patterns—the principles of 
life itself. We have forgotten our natural ability to live together, including 
with our fellow nonhumans, because we have lost the sacred collective touchstone 
that anchors us to the fundamental truth that our lives emerge, grow, and thrive 
from the same great forces and processes that drive the evolution of the 
universe. Our differences, born of cosmic creativity, express themselves through 
complexity, which, in turn, connects us to those deeper patterns and principles 
of the universe that created us.

I have divided this book into three parts: “Unity,” “Multiplicity-in-Unity,” 
and “Comm-Unity.” “Unity” opens with the chapter “Mind in Nature: Cosmic 
Creativity.” It addresses the ancient idea of unity and how our ancestors 
perceived themselves related to a larger cosmos, or ordered whole. The word 
universe comes from the Latin unus (one) and vertere (to 
transform, or be changed). We might say that we all transform together in this 
enigmatic journey full of mystery and paradox. The ancient concept of 
uni-versus, one thing transforming, conveyed the sense that humans belong to 
a greater whole. This transformational unity includes the intimate relationship 
between consciousness and matter. Our ancestors viewed nature not yet as a 
collection of objects, but as a growing together of related beings in a web of 
consciousness and energy.

In chapter 2, “Entelechy: Intrinsically Marvelous,” I describe the ancient 
Aristotelian concept of entelechy, the intrinsic pulse of purpose driving and 
orienting every being in the cosmos. I expand on the nondual idea that 
consciousness and matter unite in the cosmic unfolding of entelechy, informing 
and directing the evolution of mind-matter—what the early modern cosmologist 
Giordano Bruno called mater-materia.

Chapter 3, “Metapatterns: Nature’s Creative Archetypes” explores the deeper patterns that connect the two aspects of consciousness. Chapter 4, 
“Sentience: The Music of the Universe,” traces these deeper patterns and 
connections through the philosophical lineage of panpsychism and introduces the concept of ubiquitous sentience—the 
idea that experience exists in the fundamental fabric of the cosmos.

The second part, “Multiplicity-in-Unity” opens with chapter 5, “Oppositional 
Duality: The Madness of Mastery.” Here I explain how the holistic medieval 
understanding of the universe changed with the advent of modernity—especially 
following the foundations of science established by Cartesian rationalism and 
Baconian empiricism. I discuss how our dominant paradigm, rooted in Cartesian 
dualism, Newtonian mechanism, and logical positivism, has magnified the illusion 
of separation, oppositional duality, and the myth of mastery.

Chapter 6, “Symbiosis: The Gift of Kinship,” introduces an alternative 
lineage, inspired by the work of Giordano Bruno, Goethe, panpsychism, and 
process metaphysics. It celebrates symbiosis and partnership, evolving through 
systemic complexity. Chapter 7, “Complexity Consciousness: Systemic Wisdom,” 
expands on how the combination of postmodern science and a shifting societal 
paradigm reveals the cosmos, not as a mechanism composed of separate objects, 
but as a cascade of layered organic systems connected through complex 
relationships.

The third part, “Comm-Unity,” opens with chapter 8, introducing the concept 
of creative synergy. It shows how, from a process panpsychist worldview, all 
becomings grow together in ubiquitous sentience. (Panpsychism is the view that 
all things, both living and apparently inanimate, possess some degree of 
consciousness.) This evolving sentience lies at the heart of life in the cosmos. 
In this chapter, I expand on the argument that intelligence and creativity exist 
in a continuum that composes the world we perceive.

The final chapter, “Sacred Futurism: Radical Enchantment,” introduces my 
argument for a revision of, and reawakening to, the embodied sacred in order to 
create a future worth having. Previous ideas and visions of the future expressed 
predominantly positivistic assumptions that emerged from the Cartesian-Newtonian 
paradigm. I argue that purely disembodied, rational, dualistic, and 
reductionistic concepts cannot help us navigate a world of increasing 
complexity. I believe we can meet the complex future that awaits only by replacing stale reductionistic 
ideas of certainty and progress with complex thinking, which offers unknown 
possibility.

While critiquing dysfunctional mechanistic and reductionistic paradigms, this 
book does not promote oppositional duality. While denouncing the perils of 
technology, I do not advocate Luddism, nor do I repudiate science in favor of 
spirituality. Instead I envision an integration of multiple sources of wisdom, 
diverse knowledge systems, and unexpected creative collaborations—all necessary 
ingredients for a future worth having: a future that embraces the embodied 
sacred.

I see our greatest hope—perhaps our only hope—in the growing opportunities for creative collaboration between diverse cultures (human and 
nonhuman), shared intra- and interspecies experiences and alliances, and inter-, 
multi-, and transdisciplinary projects. Compassionate creativity, complex 
thinking, and a sense of the embodied sacred that connects us will enable us to 
guide this essential integration while respecting our wondrous diversity. In 
that spirit, I hope this book will inspire people to question their own 
oppositional dualities, as subtle as they may be, and learn to cultivate 
complexity consciousness: collaborative, compassionate, and deeply connected 
creativity. As the embodied sacred ripples out from individuals, I believe it 
will expand into powerful waves of co-creative potential. Sacred futurism offers 
us a vision beyond the narratives of certainty and progress: it offers us the 
expansive possibility of transformation.
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UNITY
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MIND IN NATURE
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Cosmic Creativity

The question as to meaning must therefore have priority in all living 
beings.

JAKOB VON UEXKÜLL

Sentience was never our private possession. We live immersed in 
intelligence, enveloped and informed by a creativity we cannot fathom.

DAVID ABRAM

When I was a child, like many children, life’s big questions preoccupied me: 
Where do we come from? Why are we here? When did the universe begin? What was 
there before the beginning? I plagued adults with these exasperating questions 
long before Google and was unceremoniously directed to the library, where a 
wealth of confusing and conflicting information awaited me. People also 
cautioned me not to believe everything I read. So I read everything I could, 
attempting to suspend belief. Still, in the midst of all the factual 
information, and along with my skepticism, a pervasive feeling remained. 
The feeling spread out from the center of my chest and often left me breathless 
and close to tears—especially when I imagined this miraculous dynamic process 
called life in all its expression.

I remember often lying on the grass at night, gazing into the great cosmic 
skyscape, contemplating the vastness of our universe while I was sticking to the 
surface of a small, blue-green planet revolving slowly around a star. As I 
contemplated the shimmering arm of the Milky Way, I felt a sense of uplift and 
wonder at its beauty and a desire to fall up into its dazzling arc, the 
primordial cradle of stardust. I felt embraced by the universe in all its 
majestic expression, from the soft grasses and flora, with their smells imbued 
with memory of what it is to be an earthling (the known), to the scattering of 
stars throughout an infinite realm of potentials (the unknown). I had a 
simultaneous yearning to know and a deep sense of knowing all at once.

That sense of wonder compels us to understand, to form ontologies (conceptual 
models of reality) and epistemologies (theories of how we can gain knowledge). 
Individually and collectively, we all have different ways of knowing. Empiricism 
(knowledge gained through sensory experience, experiment, and observation) draws 
us into a continual search for clues, first here, then there. Historically, 
however, we have embraced other ways of knowing, such as mythology and 
cosmology, which refer to ways of piecing together our origin stories like a 
detective, repeating the story with new information added, making revisions, and 
retrieving lost pieces. No matter how we attempt to make sense of our lives and 
the world, we seek to understand how this great cosmic unfolding came to be (or 
if it always existed).


KNOWING THE GARDEN

Our earliest ancestors still lived in the “garden,” part of the wider living, 
growing, humming, ebbing and flowing, howling and growling wild world. It was a 
place full of beauty and of great struggle: the wild world could be benevolent 
and kind but also terrifying, both enchanted and monstrous. In their fireside 
gatherings, our ancestors huddled together for warmth and companionship, and for 
storytelling. Like us, they wondered at the mystery and magic of the world 
around them. They told stories based on their intuitions, sensations, and observations.

Those early stories arose out of a unified primeval form of knowing that 
still respected the deep and mysterious intelligence of this connected reality, 
what we eventually called nature. Our ancestors viewed this intrinsic 
intelligence both as a pervasive aspect of reality and as a necessary means of 
understanding how to relate wisely to a greater web of life. Our earliest 
cosmologies emerged out of an ongoing dialogue with and within that web. 
Indigenous worldviews value the creativity and intelligence of other animals at 
least as much as human intelligence; many share the understanding that all 
species live with meaning and purpose throughout the connected web of life. This 
is why more-than-human intelligence features so significantly in early creation 
stories, and why creatures like Raven and Coyote figure prominently as creators, 
sages, and tricksters.

Philosophers refer to this innate sense of meaning and purpose in nature as 
teleology—a deep intentional orientation toward becoming together. The 
modern scientific paradigm of materialism, disseminated through colonialism, 
denies any such meaning or purpose outside of the human brain. Unfortunately, 
the costs of such denial have turned out to be extreme. We now face what many 
are now calling the Anthropocene era: a time when human-created climate change 
and dysfunctional human systems have begun to enact the “sixth great 
extinction”—annihilation of many Earth species (including our own). A recent 
study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 
reveals that human systems have caused a startling redistribution of planetary 
biomass, drastically reducing the populations of other mammalian life forms.1 
We have rearranged the garden, and this new arrangement cannot sustain the 
biodiversity essential to life.

With no time to spare, scientists and philosophers have begun to awaken and 
expand beyond human exceptionalism (the belief that only humans possess 
sentience). Many acknowledge that the more-than-human world brims with creativity 
and sentience, as we awaken to many revelations about our nonhuman kin. One 
revelation that particularly interests me is recent corvid research that shows some species—especially crows, magpies, and ravens—to have complex cultures and creativity as 
well as the capacity to mourn and play. Coming full circle, our new sciences may 
ultimately help us to understand how Raven won its place as a leading character 
in early cosmologies.

Many indigenous cosmologies, especially those of the Pacific Northwest, place 
Raven at the beginning. In the Tlingit creation story, Raven, called 
Kit-ka’ositiyi-qâ-yît, had a son, and taught him many things, eventually giving 
him the strength to make a world. When Tlingit storytellers begin this creation 
story—which is meant to be spoken rather than read—they repeat these words of 
sacred, ancient knowing: “No one knows just how the story of Raven really 
begins, so each starts from the point where he does know it. Here, it was always 
begun in this way.” This conveys an intuitive understanding of some truly 
sophisticated concepts, such as relativity and uncertainty. It also conveys an 
early sense of process thinking (which I will discuss more in part 3), which 
concentrates on unfolding through process rather than on coordinates located in 
Newtonian space, as we do in the West. Newton’s insights are essential to us but 
cannot explain every aspect of causality. The paradoxical nature of reality 
presents complexities beyond mere classical mechanics.

Early cosmologies often included paradoxes like this. The ancient Indian Rig Veda’s “Nasadiya Sukta” (hymn of creation), written 
approximately 1500 BCE, records a similar idea:

Who knows from whence this great creation sprang? He from whom all this great 
creation came. Whether his will created or was mute, The Most High seer that is 
in highest heaven, He knows it—or perchance even He knows not.2

Even in our ancestors’ earliest reflections on the nature of reality, we get 
inklings that ever-mysterious nature possesses mind. The earliest stories seem 
to be comfortable with the ambiguities of creative process and uncertainty. Although apparently random, these stories portray the origin 
of the world as a purposeful process, a manifestation of flexible and fluid 
teleological laws. I believe that all innate intelligence (including human 
intelligence) responds to some mysterious rhythm of teleology and uncertainty, 
expressed poetically in many indigenous creation stories. This rhythm can be 
felt in the art, music, dance, and stories of every culture, human and nonhuman; 
it is the pulse of purposeful meaning in the beat of a drum, or the clang of a 
crow’s beak on the tin crown of my chimney early this morning. Stories happen 
everywhere, all the time. In The World Is Made of Stories, Buddhist 
teacher David Loy puts this well when he suggests that stories “teach us what is 
real, what is valuable, and what is possible. Without stories there is no way to 
engage with the world because there is no world.”3




SHARED ORIGINS

Most human-origin stories begin with an event, a marker in space-time. Some 
begin by contrasting the premanifest world, the void, no-thing-ness, with the 
manifest world of Mother Earth, or Gaia. A good example of this is Hesiod’s 
Theogony, composed around 700 BCE, in which Gaia is born out of Chaos (which 
in Greek means “void”). Many stories share this perspective: the originating 
void is unthinkable and unknowable; only what manifests can be imagined and 
known. We can think of the first origin stories as the results of humans 
beginning to reflect on their world, the human brain, with its unique (but not 
superior) structure, reflecting on the nature of nature, and eventually on the 
nature of mind. Our various origin stories seek to express the relationship 
between human minds and what we might call nature’s mind, or what ancient 
people saw as the thoughts of a creator.

Materialists, who believe there is no mind in nature apart from what is found 
in human brains, use a method of exclusive objectivity to explain how the 
physical world operates. As a result, they view mind as epiphenomenal—an 
accidental by-product of purely physical processes in the brain. By this account, nature is for the most part mindless. 
Dualists, on the other hand, view mind and physical nature as two separate 
domains of reality that somehow interact. Idealists, by contrast, view mind as 
the primary source of all aspects of nature: mind creates nature.

An alternative view, which offers the idea that consciousness possesses 
intelligence and sentience at every scale—mind throughout nature—will remain a 
central topic of this book. We could say this is “mind-full” nature, meaning 
that matter and mind are not separate, nor does one create the other; rather 
they are co-creative. This alternative view draws on diverse ways of knowing the 
world, including ancient indigenous traditions, which consider feeling and 
intuition to be valid sources of data. These forgotten and suppressed ways of 
knowing the world provide an essential expansion of our experience. We have 
already seen that repudiating them has resulted in an unraveling of life itself. 
The reason for this is that causality does not happen only through material 
contact, but has a dimensional, imaginal aspect to it. We cannot suppress the 
imaginal—or reject diverse ways of knowing—without dropping some essential 
threads in life’s web.

In this book, I begin with the assumption that any form of inquiry into the nature of reality must take this alternative view, along with 
multiple epistemologies, into account. Our society seems to prefer more dogmatic 
answers, because we tend to be uncomfortable with uncertainty. The human brain, 
which developed from our arboreal and nomadic ancestors, evolved to seek out 
safety (even if only in the landscape of consciousness). We look for shelter 
within the constructs of mind—for example, in our religious cosmologies and 
various ideas of “gods” or “God.” Some prefer a stern, patriarchal big mind 
(religious dogmatism), while others prefer to use their “epiphenomenal” minds 
(the only mind that supposedly matters) to precisely control their environment 
(reductive scientism). For the past few hundred years, the latter approach has 
dominated.

In postmodern Western culture, the term mind comes loaded with layers of meaning, and it’s difficult to blow away the etymological dust to 
reveal original meanings. Some linguists trace the etymology of “mind” to the 
Proto-Indo-European (PIE) men, meaning “thought, memory, having the mind 
aroused.” The archaic German root minne refers specifically to a loving 
memory. This reminds me of the mythical Norse creator god Odin, who uses Raven 
emissaries, Hugin (thought) and Munin (memory). Again, Raven appears in a 
creation story as an emissary of the original creator, or Mind:

Hugin and Munin fly each day

over the spacious earth.

I fear for Hugin, that he come not back,

yet more anxious am I for Munin.4

While Odin fears the Raven Hugin (thought) might not return, he worries more 
about loss of memory if the Raven Munin fails to return. This myth expresses a 
deep intuition about the relevance of ancient ways of knowing, which emphasize 
nonconceptual memory (or wisdom) as a way to temper the reckless path of 
progress. I see the Raven, then, as the archetypal representation of the 
uncertain aspect of creation—of chaos. This Norse myth illustrates how our 
early associations with Creator Mind involve a twofold understanding, always 
moving thought in a circular pattern—that is, thought guided by memory or 
wisdom.

The myth tells us that the Creator fears a break in the circle of knowing. 
Furthermore, the myth suggests that thought and memory, in their archaic forms 
as flying ravens, signify movement and fluidity. Although it is dynamic, the 
relationship between thought and memory remains circular—each one informing the 
other. They move into the world and return home (to self) in a sort of dance 
between experience and observation, intuition and reason. We can also think of 
this as a spiral dance of becoming that moves forward through what we perceive 
as time.

Inspired by this myth, I conceive of mind as transitory, always in process, creatively expressing itself. In other words, mind in nature 
constantly interacts with itself through myriad experiences and creates 
cosmologies that express the complexity and plurality, as well as the unity, of 
the universe. We could think of this as a sort of cosmic dance, or creative 
play, that results in dazzling diversity at every scale. We have only begun to 
see how deep and infinite cosmic creativity really is. The human brain doesn’t 
have the market cornered on this playful creative process. Just look through a 
telescope, through a microscope, or even just around you at all the other 
creatures that fill your world; look into the eyes of your nonhuman friends. We 
share more than our planet; we share deep and primordial creative connections 
that pervade the universe.




INQUIRY AND MYSTERY

Finding themselves embedded in a deeply mysterious universe, our ancestors 
began to form questions about the nature of their reality. Inheriting their 
legacy of asking questions to render answers, modern science tried to eliminate 
mystery and give us certainty, but in the process has desiccated the richness of 
that mysterious aspect of reality. For centuries, modern science and philosophy 
have separated mind from the rest of nature. As a result, we tend to inquire 
into nature as if we were separate from it, as if nature were out there, a mere 
object of study. Philosopher Gregory Bateson once said, “The major problems in 
the world are the result of the difference between how nature works and the way 
people think.”5 As we separated ourselves from nature’s mind in order 
to develop a uniquely human mind, we created what Bateson called the 
occidental schism, a term that well describes humanity’s deep, traumatic 
separation from nature’s creativity. We are living with the reverberations of 
that schism.

The etymology of the word nature reveals that our ancestors viewed it 
as a complex process rather than as a static backdrop for human cultures. The 
root comes from the Latin verb nasci, “to be born, to bud, or sprout.” Further back, the ancient Greek word for nature, phusis, 
derived from phuein, meant “to grow, to bring forth.” We can also trace 
the etymology of phuein to the Proto-Indo-European root bhu-, 
meaning “to grow, or develop.” Clearly the ancient associations of the word 
nature convey a sense of an expanding creative process through which every 
being becomes. In reality, we humans are just one form within a 
potentially infinite becoming. Ironically, this view correlates better with new 
scientific revelations than does the static, mechanistic view that created many 
of our social systems and stories.

Most pre-Socratic philosophers used physis to describe an ordered 
creative process within το ὁλον (to holon, the whole) or ὁ κοσμος (ho 
kosmos, the universe, world), expressing their notion of holism, process, 
and growth. Much like indigenous peoples, the pre-Socratics viewed mind or 
nous as part of nature. The pre-Socratic Heraclitus, with his radical view 
of the universe as flux or change, may have been the earliest known 
process-relational philosopher.

Heraclitus introduced the idea of the unity of opposites, seeing the 
interconnections between opposing states. He understood that the needs of one 
being could conflict with another, and he believed that strife was as essential 
to life as harmony. For example, he pointed out that fish drink seawater, though 
the same substance is unhealthy for humans: what sustains one being could be 
poison to another. Heraclitus could also be called the first complexity thinker, 
because he understood that chaos was a part of the order of reality.

British philosopher Alfred North Whitehead said that the history of Western 
philosophy is a series of footnotes to Plato. As a result, Platonic dualism has 
shaped the development of Western thought, most notably influencing the 
mind-matter split established by René Descartes in the seventeenth century. 
Aristotle offered an alternative to Plato’s stark dualism between the realm of 
ideal, perfect spiritual Forms and the realm of imperfect matter. Aristotle 
famously brought Plato’s Forms down to Earth by teaching that teleological forms 
existed within matter. This grounding of Plato’s metaphysics qualifies 
Aristotle as a protopanpsychist, in the lineage of philosophers who believe that ensouled matter 
animates all living things. At this point, I believe, the occidental schism 
makes the insights of panpsychism essential to those of us living in the 
schism’s reverberations.

Psychologist Carl Jung expressed the idea that a hidden order existed within 
disorder, which he characterized as “chaos within order.” This dance between 
chaos and order—a creativity that thrives on paradox—suggests that some kind of 
intelligence operates within the natural world as an essential dynamic of 
nature. The Trickster archetype embodies this kind of chaos wisdom, which 
pervades ancient ontologies and which emerges now in complexity discourse 
informed by what we know about the enigmatic creativity of nature. Consciousness 
researcher and neuropsychologist Allan Combs describes the liminality of the 
Trickster archetype (such as the ancient Greek trickster Hermes) that often 
catalyzes transitional phases in the personal or collective evolution of 
consciousness. He suggests that when we are in crisis, “our psychological limits 
are vague, and our boundaries uncertain, we become available to insights about 
many things that were previously opaque to us.”6 The Trickster 
challenges us to expand through the uncertainty of that liminal crossroads. 
Physicist Richard Feynman, a trickster figure in his own right, once said, “The 
imagination of nature is far greater than the imagination of man.”7 
The universe’s imagination always remains wider than our human imaginations. No 
matter how our imagination expands, we can never assume that we have it all 
figured out. Expanding our imagination allows us to become open to the unknown.

After the European Enlightenment, when philosophy and science had split mind and matter apart, nature became “disenchanted,” lacking any 
intrinsic purpose or meaning. This world of dead matter became a mechanistic 
universe created by a divine watchmaker. Following Newton, classical mechanics 
became the dominant paradigm for the Western world. Ironically, the further new 
revelations move us from that Enlightenment model, the more we seem to return to 
the wisdom of ancient indigenous and early Western cosmologies.




REAL MAGIC

We are looking for clues about what has gone missing, which is enchantment, 
what I call real magic in the world. This is not like the magical 
thinking of psychology. It means rather that when we see the world as full of 
meaning and purpose, we are enchanted by it. This view need not conflict with 
either science or spirituality, but adds dimension to both.

According to the Greeks, in the beginning, ideas of φυσις (physis, 
nature), κοσμος (kosmos, order), and το ὁλον (to holon, the whole) 
reigned; but following the mind-matter schism, knowledge of nature detoured into 
classical mechanics, where everything could be reduced to the sum of its parts. 
Classical mechanics allowed us to do wonderful things, like space exploration. 
But the mechanistic narrative that supported industrialism created dystopian 
blight, felt even as early as the nineteenth century, as expressed in Romantic 
literature. Now, as we face the perils of the Anthropocene, we recognize an 
urgent need to heal the mind-body split and the trauma of the occidental schism 
and to reenchant nature, not as something outside of us but rather as a complex 
process we participate in. I call this healing through a new kind of 
participation radical enchantment (I will expand on this in part 3). 
Nothing less than a radical shift of our awareness toward a greater 
understanding of and deeper respect for the complex creativity of nature will 
offer us the possibility of survival.

Ever since our ancestors began attempting to make sense of the complexity of 
an unpredictable world, humans have told stories to describe our foibles and our 
strengths. Some stories make us the protagonists, some antagonists; those 
stories continue in the Anthropocene, as we consider (or refuse to consider) how 
human systems have impacted life on Earth. Some stories include a primordial 
creator. Some stories make us humans the creator’s creator. All these stories 
have one thing in common: they attempt to make sense of our often paradoxical 
experience of being human. I have no doubt that cetacean or corvid cosmologies and ontologies would be very different from 
ours, and I hope we will get the chance to discover nonhuman descriptions of 
reality when we are ready. For now we can approach the consciousness continuum 
only from within our current range of imagination, which occupies a narrow band 
on that continuum. This book seeks to expand that range by understanding our 
shared cosmological origins and shifting toward complex ontologies and 
epistemologies. This book attempts to ask different questions based upon an 
expanded sense of reality, questions that offer us different possibilities that 
are more aligned with where we are now and what really matters—not just to a few 
similar humans but to many diverse creatures, human and nonhuman.

If human experience occurs within a wider spectrum of all possible 
experiences, we might ask: how could we expand our experience and understanding 
of human and nonhuman forms of consciousness in ways that embrace the embodied 
awareness of nature’s connected creativity? In other words, how can human 
consciousness not only inquire into its own nature but also connect with the 
wider and deeper consciousness that pervades nature?

Instead of seeking certainty through immediate answers, we might take another 
approach that is more appropriate to a hypercomplex world. Each answer always 
reveals another set of questions, more possibilities, and further applications. 
That doesn’t mean we never come to conclusions, it just means that we know 
conclusions to be somewhat temporary and open to revision with new information.

For example, when scientists assume that research reveals something certain 
or final, it can lead to what French complexity philosopher Edgar Morin 
describes as “blind intelligence.” In philosophy, such myopic finality leads to 
wicked environmental and sociological problems. In religion, this kind of 
thinking leads to dogmatism, ignorance, and intolerance. We can thank blind 
faith for crusades and inquisitions, and for nuclear proliferation and 
pollution. Perhaps these two modes intersect to produce some of our most wicked 
problems.




CREATIVE SYNERGY

How, then, can we use our range of conscious experience to expand our 
understanding of nature’s creativity? More specifically, how could an expanded 
understanding help us participate in what I am calling creative synergy, 
the kind of flow that happens when human consciousness participates in the 
co-creative process that composes reality? I will address this further in part 
3: “Comm-Unity.”

I consider mind (memory, thoughts, sensations) to be one way in which 
consciousness expresses itself. Most scholars who accept scientific materialism 
doubt or deny that microorganisms possess any consciousness: only creatures that 
have made it to the top of the “selfishgene” pile belong to the club of 
exclusive consciousness: that is what is called human exceptionalism. We 
consider ourselves to be exceptions in an insentient, nonconscious world. By 
contrast, many ancient spiritual cosmologies assume that consciousness extends 
to all forms of life (and even to nonliving systems, such as rivers, rocks, 
wind, and wilderness). Many Native American philosophies, including that of my 
late spiritual teacher, Suquamish elder medicine man Thomas One Wolf, assume 
that consciousness pervades an animate universe. According to this worldview, 
all beings are unified in one greater consciousness—variously known as Wakan 
Tanka or Great Spirit (Lakota) or Begochiddy (Diné), and many more.

In such cosmologies, universal consciousness preexists individual expressions 
of mind and creates the laws of nature that govern the world of matter. Every 
individual experience forms part of this greater, participatory consciousness, 
as affected by its local environment. On Earth, this local environment can be a 
primate’s neurological system, a forest’s mycelial system, or a cellular system. 
These conscious environments pervade life at every scale. Furthermore, because 
of the system’s relationship to its own specific environment, each individual 
expression of consciousness is unique. For instance, my consciousness is 
different from yours because each of us occupies a unique place in the larger system. The multiplicity of perspectives and individual physical and 
mental expressions creates beautiful complexity and diversity in the biospheric 
ecosystem, and also in the ecosystem of consciousness (what Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin called the noosphere). However, it also creates the shadow side 
of diversity in the noosphere—pathologies such as racism, sexism, speciesism, 
and many other destructive personal and collective isms. Human consciousness is 
part of a spectrum. When consciousness is restricted within a narrow band of 
awareness, it is difficult to experience anything outside that band. It is 
difficult to change the station, especially if we are taught that there is only 
one.




SACRED DEVOTION, SACRED PLACES

In God Is Red, Native American scholar Vine Deloria Jr. cautions that 
lessons of sacred devotion to sacred places must be passed through generations, 
lest we learn the most bitter lesson of all through “fouling our planetary 
nest.” Although he wrote these words decades ago, they seem particularly timely 
now: “Sacred places . . . properly inform us that we are not larger than nature 
and that we have responsibilities to the rest of the natural world that 
transcend our own personal desires and wishes.”8 The indigenous 
relationship to the more-than-human world implies responsibility: the embodied 
sacred must guide how we respond to our relations within nature.

In How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology beyond the Human, 
anthropologist Eduardo Kohn applies his “anthropology beyond the human” to 
understanding better the complex ontology and culture of the Avila Runa tribe, 
who dwell in the Ecuadorean Amazon. He describes how Runa cultural lives include 
the diverse perspectives and knowledge of the many beings who share the forest 
with them. Kohn suggests that encountering other species who are “radically not 
us . . . force us to find new ways to listen; they force us to think beyond our 
moral worlds in ways that can help us imagine and realize more just and better 
worlds.”9 Our Western minds, what I call Cartesian consciousness, can heal itself through the indigenous practice of thinking beyond the human 
and encountering other species that are very different from us with respectful 
curiosity.

I suggest that the success or failure of humanity depends upon saving 
indigenous cultures, languages, and wisdom. Animism (the idea that soul animates 
all nature) and panpsychism (the idea that all living beings are sentient or are 
composed of sentient beings) seem entirely lucid and sane compared to the modern 
idea that the world has no meaning or purpose, that only humans are centers of 
desires, needs, and agency. Laws and systems based upon such insanity cause 
tremendous suffering. The incorporation of new, mindful ways of understanding 
reality, using practices and nonordinary states that expand the bandwidth of 
human experience, could radically enchant our present and infuse our systems 
with much-needed regenerative wisdom. Embracing the teaching that meaningful 
mind pervades nature offers hope for better worlds.
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