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FOREWORD
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Growing up in a traditional Hindu Rig Vedic Brahmin family with an extensive Ayurvedic background, being grateful of nature was almost ingrained in my psyche. My parents would have me sit in our front yard on a chair in the middle of the home garden and ask me to be silent and listen to the wind, the birds, or to breathe in the fragrance of the jasmine flowers, the aroma from the kitchen—anything in the environment—just notice, they would say. I didn’t know then that I was learning a valuable skill that would help me become a more balanced individual in my adult life. My parents essentially taught me to appreciate nature, to be grateful for it, to become one with nature, and become more conscious of my actions

At this point in time, becoming a disease-free society is the high ideal that I want to help achieve. And so does Leo. The steps towards achieving this goal begin with raising our collective consciousness. The bottom-line is, when we intentionally or unintentionally violate the laws of nature, there cannot be perfect health.

Following the laws of nature is crucial in order to lead a healthy, balanced life. Ayurveda emphasizes the need for balance and harmony in life with help from nature itself. This dynamic balance needs to be achieved in all aspects of a person’s life: physical, chemical, intellectual, emotional, behavioral, spiritual, social, and universal. Growing your consciousness is key. Once you silence your mind, you allow the environment to talk to you.

This book provides you the tools you need to meditate and open yourself up to receiving a different perception.

Mythological stories and historical evidence show that gardens have had a depth of spirituality for humankind. From the Garden of Eden to Hanging Gardens of Babylon, to the Rishis who sat under Kalpavruksha and meditated for days on end to achieve enlightenment, humans have had a deep-seated connection with nature. Not just with the fruits, flowers, and food that gardens bear us but from the time that it all begins from the SEED.

“Water the root to enjoy the fruit” is something that Maharishi Mahesh Yogi used to say in relation to all aspects of life—from birth to business, from health to wealth. It simply means you need to put your intentions in the right area to let them sprout. Watering the roots is about putting your intentions in the right place which allows them to manifest when it is time—just like a tree bears fruit when the season is perfect. Another simple mantra to live by is “Where attention goes, energy flows” which is indicative of how scattered our lives have become. Allowing yourself the ability to focus on a specific task at hand or even a simple thought, gives rise to the possibility of manifesting your desires!

According to Ayurveda, the human body is like an upside-down tree. It has its roots at the top and the branches below. When we say that the body, the mind, and the spirit are connected, all it means is that there is hope for our individual self to connect with our cosmic self, if only we explore our preexisting connection with mother nature. Our individual self stems from our thoughts that turn into actions. A repeated action becomes a habit and a series of habits performed every day is a routine and eventually your lifestyle. Being in nature helps us become more mindful and aware of our emotions and possibilities. That’s the reason--forest bathing, spending time in nature heals the very core aspect of our Prana--which is the life force.

Even traditional science has now proved that spending time in green spaces and sunlight can boost serotonin levels in the body and hence improve the overall happiness. In a study of about 20,000 people, found that the ones who spent 120 minutes a week in nature—local parks or other natural environments—reported good health and psychological well-being than the ones who did not spend time in nature!

In the late 1940s, a Romanian doctor, Franz Halberg, started tracking the levels of circulating white blood cells in mice. He noticed that the WBC count was the highest during the day and fell at night. Even though he observed different strains of mice had different WBC counts, every type of mouse had a sharp rise during the day and a similar fall at night.

He went on to track hourly changes in blood pressure, heart rates of mice, and body temperature. He found that similar to the WBC count, these physiological responses also follow a similar 24-hour schedule. Thus, the term “circadian rhythm” was coined and Halberg went on to prove that humans also follow a similar predictable schedule based on an internal clock that was light-dependent!

What does this mean for us in the 21st century? As human beings, we are a part of nature and we are physiologically governed by nature’s laws. It is precisely why our body clocks are attuned to waking up with the sunrise and unwinding at nightfall. In the era of being surrounded with screens, our bodies defy nature’s laws and give in to the vicious cycle of sleeping late and being exhausted in the morning. Spending time in nature, keeping your body active, and eating according to your dosha type can help restore the balance and consciously live a healthier life.

My favorite way of growing consciousness is through nutrition. That’s right—we all need to eat! Nutrition doesn’t have to be all that expensive. And it can absolutely be natural, organic, and fresh from your backyard! And that’s why investing time and energy in your own garden can work wonders for your health. That’s also one of the many reasons why this book strikes a chord with me. It dives deep into the scientific significance of using plants and herbs of the garden for nutrition and establishes the spiritual connection of the mind, the body, and the garden. Through this book you can actually start your own Ayurvedic garden and bring a higher level of consciousness to your food choices. It is not only about medicine but also about wellness.

The Vedas heralded meditating in nature as a pathway to attaining higher levels of consciousness thousands of years ago. Recently, scientific studies have proven the efficacy of meditation on alleviating stress, anxiety, and trauma symptoms. This book shows you how you can tap into your relationship with your garden and learn about your true Self. You’ll be able to recognize that your act of gardening is all about interacting with living beings. You’ll bring a higher level of consciousness into the act of gardening and extend the same love and care with which you’d tend to the needs of any other human or animal.

Meditating unlocks your ability to listen, ability to talk. Ability to think. You can listen to your body. Listen to the beat of your heart. Listen to what your gut is trying to tell you.

When you’re one with nature, you’re already on your way to becoming one with your true Self. You can talk to yourself and engage in thoughts that you would normally not be able to think at your usual level of consciousness. You can identify your purpose, unlock your hidden potential and live your best life.

DR. MANAS KSHIRSAGAR
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INTRODUCTION SEEDS OF CONSCIOUSNESS



“Life begins the day you start a garden.”

—Chinese proverb
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Every moment of life is a seed. Every seed is an expression of life’s pure potential. As an example, we can simply look at the present moment. There was a seed of consciousness, an idea, that led to you holding this book, to reading these words. Something has brought you to this very place, and that mysterious something is its own kind of seed.

Normally, when we refer to a seed, it is thought of as an embryonic plant to be sown in the ground, or in mammals as semen seeking the fruitful womb. Always, the seed is the potential start. But did you know seeds exist in nonphysical ways as well? Seeds can be moments of intention and awareness. Seeds can be planted in times of clarity or connection with others. Mental and spiritual growth comes from these nonphysical seeds all the time, giving life to the very impactful experience of our thoughts and emotions.

Since the beginning of humankind, we have searched for the origin of our existence. Some may call it God, or the Divine Source, and some attribute the beginning of this reality to a Big Bang cosmic event, while others may not bother to even ask the question. However, it is undeniable that something seeded our universe, and that creative act has led to this very moment and will continue in this way. Life in perpetual expression. It can be agreed that a seed contains infinite potential—potential for any possibility once it has found fertile soil and favorable conditions for life. This potential exists long before any action is taken, held within the seed body, waiting and ready to be unlocked.

Your interest in spiritual gardening connects us on a journey toward unlocked potential. It is essentially the seed of the experiences you will gain through what is shared here. It is the source of the expanded awareness of ourselves and our gardens that we are growing into. We can gain personal insight about the nature of a seed when thought of in this way. Although this work is focused on gardening, it is written to help you see beyond the actions involved and to connect with it on a higher level—in essence, to learn the art of gardening your soul and tending to your spirit.

We will approach your consciousness as a seed and provide it with the elements that it needs to grow. Your garden will come to be more than just a plot of land, or a few pots or raised beds. You will know how your garden can connect you to life more fully. In doing so, it will also take on more significance as a place of nourishment spiritually, mentally, and physically.

By the end of this book, you will be equipped to be not only a more mindful gardener of plants but also a more skilled harvester of the gifts of your own being. Peace, calm, insight, balance, serenity, connection, clarity, love, and gratitude can all be grown and brought into your life just as skillfully as you grow green beans, tomatoes, or corn. This holistic approach to the garden bears many fruits. Let’s learn and garden together, for as we garden, we will not only grow food, but, most importantly, we will also grow our own consciousness.

Every moment of life is a seed, and the present moment is always the start of what is to come. We will make use of meditation and mindfulness to get better acquainted with the present moment. In cultivating greater present-moment awareness, we will plant the seed from which our life may bloom. This is the beginning of how we heighten our gardening experience; this is how we use it to grow consciousness.
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Let’s take some time to get clear and centered. This will provide the right mental and spiritual backdrop for soaking up the information and intentions of this book. You may be new to meditation, but as you’ll see, it is a valuable tool. For our purposes, meditation will mainly serve as a way of calibrating our mind-set and energy. Throughout this book, you will find written guided meditations as exercises to help bring together the chapters and their messages into an experience. If you are not familiar with meditation, here are a few things to note:


	There is no true wrong way to meditate. You will experience one of four scenarios, and, believe it or not, none of them is a waste of your time. You will either:

	fall asleep;

	stay in silence but feel as if nothing is happening;

	go on a mental ride, distracted by your thoughts and emotions; or

	relax into a peaceful experience.





	Meditation is all about you! There is no competition or comparison to be made with others. There is no such thing as someone meditating better than you. So, let go of any thoughts of others.

	Be comfortable. Do not feel as if you must sit in a particular position. Certain postures have been scientifically developed over centuries of meditation practice and doctrine, so they definitely have their purposes. However, they are not the main focus of meditation. If sitting cross-legged is not comfortable for you, sit in a chair or with your legs in a more comfortable position. Relaxation is a very important factor to a meditative experience. So, be comfortable, even if this means lying down. Just be aware that our goal in meditation is not to sleep, but to experience our inner world with awareness and attention. If you fall asleep, it doesn’t negate the meditation, but, ultimately, that is not your aim.

	Do your best to let go of your attachment to your thoughts and emotions. This may seem difficult at first if you are not accustomed. But don’t worry; just allow the thoughts to come and go. Meditation is about observation, relaxation, and openness. Your mind may try to work through nagging thoughts or occurrences, it may use this as an opportunity to figure something out, or the mind may present you with underlying background baggage that you weren’t aware of. None of this is bad, but you don’t want to let it distract you from the simple awareness of your own presence.

	There are many ways to meditate; however, they all are intended to bring you to a place of self-awareness, clarity, and peacefulness. One cannot accomplish this by going along with the never-ending cascade of thoughts pouring into the mind. So, be still in body and mind. Simply observe without attachment, not giving any thought your attention. Instead, treat thoughts like clouds floating in a big, open sky, while keeping your focus on the panoramic view that is your inner world.



As stated, meditations have been placed throughout the book to correspond with the information you are receiving. If they are followed with genuine openness and receptivity, they can accomplish their intended goal of bringing you more in tune with the material. Especially for beginning meditators, your first pass at the exercise may not seem to yield any noticeable results. However, they are intended to be revisited, and it is recommended that you come back to the meditations whenever it suits you.

For best results, read through the entire exercise once and then actually go into meditation. This will allow your mind to release the how of the practice and simply be present. This is a good way to not think so much about it. Even if you just skim through the exercise, it will be beneficial to know the steps involved beforehand rather than reading and trying it as you go.

Once you are familiar with the meditation, try pulling it back out during your growing season. If you feel inspired by something like pleasant weather, or the growth of your garden, during this time, consider pairing an appropriate meditation from the book with your experience. This will only further amplify the effects of the experience. Another tip is to either record yourself reading the exercise or have someone else read it to you. This way, you can just listen and not think about the process. Recording yourself and listening to the recorded meditation tends to add extra depth to the meaning of the words and may prove most efficient for some. Either way, don’t overthink it.

Now that we have gone over some of the basics of meditation, let’s try it out. Since this is the beginning of our exploration, we will start with a meditation intended to seed your consciousness with harmony and receptivity toward the information you are about to process.
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Let’s begin by finding a comfortable seated position. As stated earlier, you can lie down, or sit on the ground or a chair—whatever is most comfortable for you. Once you are settled, close your eyes. Keep your eyes closed and sit as still as possible. Focus your attention on your breath. Begin by pushing out as much air as you can without strain, gently squeezing your diaphragm with the intention of emptying yourself completely—mentally and physically. On your next inhalation, relax your diaphragm as if you were letting the air flow into your body rather than forcefully pulling it in.

This may take a little practice, so give yourself three or four of these deep belly breaths. Do not make it a task. If it becomes too distracting, simply watch your breathing with full attention: Visualize the air as it enters through your nose, circulates through your body, and makes its way back up and out through the nose. If you are making these into deep belly breaths, try exhaling out with gentle force, allowing the inhale to flow in slowly. Receive the inhalation with gratitude, and release the exhalation as an offering. Do this for a few moments, seven or so breaths, and relax into simple observation.

You will notice your mind’s activity. It may be relatively quiet with a feeling of impatience, or it could be violently overactive, unaccustomed to this stillness. It can also be completely peaceful. Let’s release our minds and focus attention on tranquility. Take a few more deep breaths in this way, noticing the calm as it washes over your body. It may help to mentally scan yourself as you breathe, starting with the top of your head and relaxing more and more with each breath, down your body, until you reach the soles of your feet. If needed, repeat this step a couple of times until you have reached a noticeable point of relaxation.

Now, consider your intentions for reading and learning about this topic. What are your goals? If you want to deepen your gardening experience, silently ask yourself this within. If you want to learn more about yourself and connect with Nature, allow this intention to flow out of your heart. Whatever your reasons are, be in the present and acknowledge that those intentions were the seed of this very moment. Remember the first time you became aware of this book, or the first time you thought about gardening as more than just agriculture. Think of your interest in herbs or food in general. Something has brought you here. Remain still and allow your heart to reveal what that something is. Keep your eyes closed and your awareness on the breath. As your mind presents you with thoughts, simply witness. Let it tell you what it will, but do not engage with the thoughts. Breathe deeply and observe. By now, you should feel relaxed into the experience, but if you find that your mind is still restless, just return to watching your breathing.

Now, visualize a vibrant, lush bush in front of you. Let your imagination paint the visual with beautiful green leaves and colorful flowers. See the healthy stalk and roots of the plant. Feel its aliveness. If your imagination will take the visual only so far, that is fine. Don’t make it a chore. This is not about doing, but about feeling and allowing. If your imagination adds to the visual with movement or other features, this is also OK. Just be with this wonderful plant and hold its vision in your mind. Next, see the plant reverse through its life cycle. Watch it shrink back into a sapling and then to a sprout. Watch the sprout collapse back down into a seed.

Now, while holding your silence and stillness, imagine this seed floating before you. Pay attention to whatever details of the seed your mind will allow. See its curvature and shape. Notice the indentions and color of it. Make it as real in your mind as you can without distracting yourself. Hold this image for three or four breath cycles. On the next inhalation, picture this seed entering your body and resting at your heart. Visualize the seed settling into place with a green glow. If it helps, place your hand on your chest. Focus your attention on this seed and feel your body’s energy. Spend a few moments like this, not thinking about anything else. Just feel your own presence and the energy that you have invited in.

Now, before we close this meditation, silently speak through your heart to this imaginary seed. Hold the vision and say, “Thank you for coming into my life. In me, you will grow.” Repeat this statement inwardly as you breathe in five more deep breaths: “Thank you for coming into my life. In me, you will grow.” After the five breaths are complete, release the visual. Relax your control on your breath and let it flow naturally. When you are ready, slowly open your eyes.





[image: Image]





CHAPTER 1 THE SPIRIT THAT MOVES THROUGH THE GARDEN



“The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and keep it.”

—Genesis 2:15
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Throughout history, gardens have held a special place for human beings. Prior to the cultivation of the soil, it is thought, people were hunter-gatherers and foragers. Yet anthropological evidence suggests that even in those times, prehistoric individuals maintained their own forest gardens, making use of areas where edible plants were found in abundance. These early gardens were probably little more than frequently visited and protected plots of land where humanity slowly developed its gardening skill.

Researchers in the Amazon have proposed that the Maya were farming far back into antiquity, based on the unnatural distribution of certain plants within the region that were known to be used for food and medicine. While this wouldn’t have been the kind of gardening we think of today, the transfer and maintenance of certain favorable plants over others for human use is definitely a form of gardening.1

Additionally, we can look to ancient architecture to understand how long people have been engaging with the plant world. Thankfully, history has provided us with some clues as to when people started creating home gardens. Some of the earliest outdoor enclosures that could be attributed to farming and gardening appear around 12,000 years ago, during the Neolithic Age, as humanity started to settle into stationary homes.2 In fact, many archaeologists suggest that the cultivation of plant life was the catalyst for human beings to move away from hunter-gatherer societies in the first place. As we will see, there is a long historical relationship between humans and gardening.

In ancient Kemet (what is now Egypt), there is evidence that organized agriculture was being performed as far back as 6,000 years ago. The walls of tombs, stelae, and other hieroglyphic evidence display detailed farming operations and botanical gardens from time immemorial. Many of these depictions showcase people performing agricultural tasks we still undertake today. Harvesting grain, planting fruit-bearing trees, and sowing seed are all shown on carvings from many centuries ago. If anything, it tells us that our societal development has included farming and gardening for a minimum of thousands of years.3 So, as we seek to enhance our modern gardening practice, know that you are participating in one of the oldest known human activities. Indeed, our history is literally intertwined with the development of gardening.

This spiritual bond is evident in the numerous references to gardening and the use of plants in our surviving religious texts. Societies of the past left us writings and architecture that show a common human concept of connection between the spiritual and the natural worlds.

In modern Western society, we don’t have to look any further than the Bible. Its first references to humanity, like the quote at the beginning of this chapter, show humankind working and living in the Garden of Eden. In fact, numerous gardening metaphors appear throughout the Bible, from the Old Testament to the New Testament. For example, in the Book of Jeremiah, one reads, “They shall come and sing aloud on the height of Zion, and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the Lord… their life shall be like a watered garden, and they shall languish no more.”4 In the poetic work the Song of Solomon, the beloved says to her lover, “Blow upon my garden, let its spices flow. Let my beloved come to his garden and eat its choicest fruits.”5

The appearance of references like these indicate that agriculture was a familiar part of life for the people of the Old Testament. Could it be that the writers of the Bible made these garden references to enhance the impact that this timeless wisdom would have on the people? To make this knowledge more digestible and accessible to everybody? Maybe by mentioning herbs and plants, these writers knew that their wisdom would not only be heard but would also one day be more likely to bear fruit.

We can also deduce that Jesus Christ was a lover of gardens, as he seems to have spent a lot of his reflective time in them and frequently used allegories from the garden. Some of his most famous teachings indicate an understanding of gardening and husbandry. Examples of this are the parable of the sower and the seed, in which he uses seed sowing to explain the public reception of his message. Here, Jesus uses simple gardening wisdom to explain his message, stating, “The seed falling on rocky ground refers to someone who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. But since they have no root, they last only a short time.”6 Or consider how he teaches about faith, saying, “It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest of all seeds on earth. Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds can perch in its shade.”7

In the Book of John, Jesus is quoted as saying, “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.”8 This is not to mention the significance of his last moments as a free man being spent in prayer in the garden of Gethsemane, which was known to be a favorite space of retreat for him when in the region.

These are the words and actions of a man who was familiar with nature and horticulture. Jesus was able to convey profound wisdom from the garden that has touched the world up to the present day. Could there be a significance or some power in connecting these two parts of the human experience? Was Jesus’ use of these garden metaphors trivial? Maybe there is a reason gardens and plants have often served as great teaching tools for the expansion of consciousness.

We can look at other references to the garden from different cultures in other parts of the world. We have already spoken of the ancient Egyptian love of gardens and agriculture. The famous excavation of Tutankhamun’s tomb revealed remnants of an elaborate floral offering to the deceased king. These kinds of ritual offerings were common for both honored dead and deities of the great society. Their theocratic culture was deeply spiritual, and this understanding permeated all activities, making it among the first that we know of to draw such strong connections between consciousness and nature.

In some cases, the divine personalities of a culture were directly associated with their most honored local plants. As Linda Farrar, author of Gardens and Gardeners of the Ancient World, points out, “In each ancient culture we find a variety of deities responsible for fertility and agriculture, including specific ones intended to protect plants and crops.”9 Could this ancient practice of assigning spiritual significance to plants and nature have just been arbitrary?

The ancient Greek culture stands out among others for this practice, as we have several surviving tales of connection between the divine and the plant kingdom. Like other early civilizations, the Greek people were hardly religious by today’s standards. However, their spiritual systems served as their way of connecting to and understanding the mysteries of the soul. As a result, their society made liberal use of mythology and folklore to show how the forces of nature affected our existence.

Take the story of Minthe, from which the well-known plant family mint gets its name. In this example, Hades, the god of death, has a love affair with a magical nymph, Minthe, which leads to his wife, Persephone, turning her into a plant, forever separated from death, cut down, and trampled on. As we know, human use of mint is greatly beneficial and healthy for a number of ailments and diseases, ultimately “separating” us from death. This story was the Greeks’ way of explaining the healing qualities of the plant. Also, Hades, despite being unable to break the spell, gave Minthe a sweet smell so that even when trampled on, she would grace the person with sweetness and pleasure. This was an explanation for one of mint’s most noticeable and attractive qualities—its unique smell. Knowing about the qualities of mint, even if through allegory, would be valuable information in early human society and still is. This simple story was a way of making mint easier to distinguish in the wild and use for medicine.10

Another noteworthy Greek tale is that of Apollo, Eros, and Daphne. Similar to the subject of our previous tale, Daphne was a beautiful nymph who caught the attention of an Olympian god. In this story, Apollo insults Eros and his archery skills, which leads to an angry Eros shooting him with one of his love arrows. Apollo is immediately smitten with love and lust for Daphne. In some versions of this story, she has pledged to remain a virgin, while in others Eros also shot her with an arrow that made her uninterested in Apollo’s advances. Regardless, she flees from Apollo as he pursues her throughout the wild countryside and forest. Once he finally catches her, Daphne prays to her father, Peneus the river god, for help in escaping Apollo’s lust. As a solution to her problem, Peneus turns Daphne into the laurel tree.

From then on, the laurel was considered sacred to Apollo and his devotees, as it was the only remaining connection he had to his first love, Daphne.11 Greeks held this plant in high esteem, as did the Romans later, because of its importance to one of their chief gods. The laurel tree is also known as bay laurel, and it is where we get the common culinary herb bay leaf. This herb was venerated by the Greeks and Romans, being used in virtually any religious ceremony dedicated to Apollo and prized for its medicinal uses. Much like the tale of Minthe, this story correlates these health benefits with certain features of the plant as a way of teaching people about its value. Greek mythology is littered with this kind of allegorical wisdom about herbal medicine. Additionally, it shows that the people of ancient Greece understood that there is consciousness, or spirit, within the natural world. As we will see, this has been a common sentiment throughout human history.

In far eastern Asia, we find the Zen garden design, influenced by China but popularized in Japan. These gardens were influenced by Zen Buddhism and created with the intention of inspiring long periods of meditation. These were not typical gardens, filling a need for food or medicine; instead, they had primarily aesthetic value. As a result, one of the most relevant aspects of the Zen garden is its emphasis on incorporating primary aspects of the natural environment. Zen gardens are distinguished by their use of stone, carefully raked sand areas, skillfully trimmed shrubs, and pebble rock paths. Some may also contain other recognizable features, such as an area where herbs are cultivated or a space for flowers, but all will have those uniquely Zen effects.

The meticulous attention to detail and concentration involved in creating and maintaining a Zen garden is inspiring. Even more so, their magnificence shows in this awareness of nature. Most of the belief systems of the Far East placed a lot of spiritual significance on understanding and using the elements. Even though Eastern cultures were not alone in recognizing this, they were unique in their perspective and use of this knowledge. They regarded these elements to be metal, wood, earth, fire, and water and represented each of them in their garden.

The Japanese and Chinese are notable among the ancient cultures of the world because there was a significant focus on marrying the artificial aspects of the garden with its natural aesthetic.12 Therefore, these cultures display a longstanding knowledge and conceptualization of the spiritual correlations of gardening. In fact, Japan produced Sakuteiki (translation: Records of Garden Making), arguably the world’s oldest written guide on garden design. In this book, many styles are available to enhance the Zen concept of meditation. This kind of detail and attention indicates a deep understanding of how the human spirit can be nurtured through nature and how this can be captured and encouraged through our gardens.

For instance, the requirements of maintaining a pristine space in this way necessitates that the gardener cultivate focus and patience like very few other activities can. That alone can produce other mental and spiritual gifts. Another benefit of practicing this gardening style is balance. Time spent in nature can be a valuable counter to the business of worldly affairs, providing space for free thinking and clarity. The fact that these gardens are created specifically for that purpose makes the healing qualities that much more potent. The whole concept of Zen gardens is very much aligned with the intentions of this book, providing historical context and credibility to this spiritual way of gardening. Although these Asian masterpieces were usually not intended for their produce, they do show an ancient cultural desire for exploring the spiritual side of communing with our plants.
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Aside from spiritually inspired garden designs, it should also be noted that we get the philosophy of Shintoism from the Far East. Shinto, considered a nature religion, is most likely the oldest form of spirituality to be found in Japan.13 Like other belief systems from around the world, it is centered on the idea that consciousness is present and accessible to humanity through plants and the natural elements. Shinto philosophy teaches that the natural forces of the land, forests, and mountains are imbued with power that can help people and guide them in their troubles. These kami, or sacred powers, could be approached and appeased as if they were conscious. In fact, it is thought that the first Shinto shrines were probably created for agricultural reasons—that is, to pray for better crops and for rain, and for environmental concerns. As we will see, this is a common conceptualization of how humans can reach the higher dimensions of our spiritual experience.

In West Africa and central Africa, we also see the ideation of the natural world as imbued with consciousness, power, and information. Traditional religions such as voodoo and those of the Yoruba, the Akan, the Dogon, the Ewe, the Berber, the Dinka, and the Maasai, among many others, all have similar reverence for nature. This is seen in the way practitioners perform rituals outdoors, make use of herbal medicine, and seek communion with the environmental forces. Each of these belief systems teaches that the divine creator of all things, their principal deity, acts through nature and has delegated the functioning of life on Earth through the intelligences of the elements and other aspects of the world—thunder, animals, or sacred spaces.

While various peoples may all call these forces by different names, the basic principles in all of them correlate. An example of this is the archetypal energy of the mother goddess. Because of the differences in terrain and the qualities of the environment, this mother deity may be associated with different natural forces in different parts of the continent. However, her basic qualities of motherhood, fertility, rain, water of some sort, and bountiful harvest always follow. In Yorubaland (West Africa), this energy may be associated with the names Yemoja or Oshun, while in South Africa, the Zulu called her Mbaba Mwana Waresa. In what is now Benin, formerly the Kingdom of Dahomey, the Fon called her Gleti, and the ancient Egyptians and Nubians may have attached this energy to Auset (Isis) or Het-Heru (Hathor).

Regardless of the name, humans saw the personality of a motherly woman within the waterways, the rain, and the harvest. There are metaphorical correlations that may explain this concept. Of course, a people would see their primary source of sustenance as a mother of sorts—feeding and nurturing their people. If you lived near the ocean, it would represent this principle. If you lived by a river, it might take on these qualities. It is also understandable that a people would see the fluctuating activity of these bodies of water as the temperaments and actions of a conscious living woman, full of personality and power. Similarly, the Bushongo of the Congo believed in a god of plants named Chonganda, to whom they would appeal for blessings from the plant kingdom.

All over the continent, this sort of logic existed. For this reason, you can still find practitioners across the continent of Africa and beyond going to nature for their needs and desires, both spiritual and worldly.14 Their belief that divine intelligence and personality are present in the plants, animals, and elements is fundamentally aligned with the idea of spiritual gardening. In order to access this wisdom and bring it into your hobby, it helps to be open to the concepts of communication and unity with your plants. This isn’t to say that one must worship one’s garden, but it lends credibility to the idea of consciousness being present within the process of a garden.
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If we look to the Norse people of northern Europe, we will see more examples of connectivity between the spirit world and the natural physical manifestation. In their cosmology, the entire universe, called the Nine Realms, is said to be held together and supported by a divine tree. They called this tree Yggdrasill, and it held great significance in all aspects of their belief system.15 Seeing it as the support and foundation of all life throughout the universe, Norse people often decorated and held ceremonies around a large, old tree to symbolize this great divine Tree of Life. This also affected the planning of their homes and villages, which were often plotted around this sort of ceremonial tree in order to mimic their vision of the cosmos.16

Aside from this, they subscribed to other spiritualized concepts of their environment and understood that the divine forces of the world move through nature and her elements to affect humanity. Deities such as Sif, goddess of harvest and land, Njord, god of the sea and wind, and the beloved Thor, god of thunder and storms, all exemplify the Norse reverence for nature. What caused this civilization to see the world in this way? What benefit, if any, did it have on their way of life?

We can also look to the Celtic cultures of western Europe for this kind of philosophy. The ancient peoples of what are now Germany, France, England, Ireland, and Scotland shared a common culture that can be called Celtic. Having also held trees and certain herbs in high esteem, the Celts are thought to have practiced their own form of nature religion. Like the cultures of Africa and Asia, and others in northern Europe, Celts saw consciousness, or spirits, in all of nature. This was thought to be not an organized religion per se, but one of several small local practices with common perceptions about reality.17

It is also commonly believed that these Celtic societies venerated some of the same nature deities. For instance, the goddess Dana, or Anu, was considered the mother deity of the land, or the earth element, for the common culture. Similarly, Boyne was thought to be the goddess of the great rivers of Ireland—specifically, the one that still bears her name. Then there is the horned Green Man, who is thought to be the god of the wild, plants, and all greenery on Earth. Some version of him existed in the beliefs of the ancient people of Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. The common theme is that the natural world shows personality traits, awareness, and consciousness that can be communicated with.

One striking similarity between disparate beliefs is the idea of a Tree of Life. This conception of a world tree, known in Irish Gaelic as Crann Bethadh, is almost identical to those found in other parts of the world. It follows the idea that this tree connects all life on Earth and serves as an attachment between our world and the spiritual dimensions of reality. The ancient Celts are said to have honored this tree in the design of their villages and homes by allowing the oldest, largest tree to remain alive when clearing their targeted property.

It is interesting to note that the work of modern botanists, specifically Suzanne Simard, supports the ecological benefits of this practice. Through reforestation efforts and research, it has been scientifically proven that repopulating an old-growth forest clearing can be done most effectively in cases where the oldest trees are allowed to remain standing.18

[image: Image]

Were the Celts onto something in doing this centuries ago? Were they instructed to do this through reverence and communion with nature? The Celtic Tree of Life is still revered in Western society as a symbol of the importance of nature and our relationship to it. This symbol can be found on all kinds of jewelry and clothing even in the present day, a testament to ancient peoples’ understanding of the natural world.

Last but certainly not least, let’s look to Native American culture. The American Indians encompassed many peoples and cultures and belief systems. However, several wonderful commonalities exist. Native American spirituality almost always consists of reliance on the understanding of the elements, belief in the presence of consciousness in all the natural world, a microcosmic-macrocosmic relationship with the cosmos, use of plants for medicine, and connection with the spiritual.19 Though there are differences in their stories and personalities, all the deities that can be found in the indigenous beliefs of America are embodied in the natural environment.

One such deity with particular significance to agriculture is the Corn Mother. As corn has always been an important mainstay crop to natives all over North and Central America, they developed multiple versions of this goddess, varying from tribe to tribe. The importance of this crop and its nurturing presence became archetypal to the peoples of this part of the world. The Cherokee called her Selu, whereas the Aztec version was Chicomecoatl. In some cases, this spiritual energy was assigned to multiple personalities known as the Corn Maidens. In either case, native people personified and deified corn as a way of explaining its importance and use in their cultures. Like the Greeks, they used mythology to explain the properties of not only corn but also all the different plants and medicinal herbs of the land.
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