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  I was delighted to be asked to write the Foreword to this book as there are so many aspects to its philosophy that I found intensely inspiring and moving. The concepts that nature does not judge and that, there is nothing wasted in human experience, are ultimately positive and inspirational. This book is also profoundly helpful regarding the eternal problem of mankind's fear of death. Stephanie tells us that death is, in nature, only a steady process of unfolding, shedding and rooting. Nothing and nobody really leaves us because we have integrated their essence within us. Through this trust in nature we are moving towards a philosophy of life that is deeply spiritual. As my teacher, White Eagle, tells us: Do not fear the unknown, not even death itself. For with every forward step you take you are entering a fuller existence. ‘Nature as Mirror’ helps us to the realisation that through nature, all aspects of spiritual life can be explored.

  Jenny Dent,, Mother of The White Eagle Lodge, worldwide


  Nature as Mirror is a remarkable book which connects the threads which exist amongst all created life. Deep truths are interwoven amongst beautifully illustrated descriptions of the natural world. Perhaps through this book we may actually begin to see who we truly may become.

  Jane Sorbi, Mother of the White Eagle Lodge in the Americas


  We are finally starting to understand—or perhaps to remember—that we are inseparable from the Earth and that whatever we do to Her we do to ourselves. But it is not enough to know this intellectually. We have to feel that truth in our bones and in our cells. We must learn to live it with every breath. This wise and lovely book can help us do precisely that.

  By teaching us to see ourselves and all the patterns of our lives reflected in the natural world around us, Stephanie Sorrell has created a powerful and useful tool for self awareness, spiritual growth and the self-healing of person and planet.

  Marian Van Eyk McCain, author of Elderwoman and The Lilypad List, Co-Editor of GreenSpirit Journal and Editor of GreenSpirit: Path to a new consciousness.


  Endosements

  An inspiring book which is full of wisdom and activities to guide us through our lives and help us to reach more of our potential. Stephanie uses her own experiences to demonstrate that nature is the teacher and like nature, we can whatever happens to us, regenerate our lives. It is in nature that we can connect with the transpersonal and our spirituality. As a psychotherapist I will find this book invaluable as a tool to use with my clients.

  Rosemary Anne Ward, Psychotherapist, MA


  Dedication

  
    I would like to dedicate this to my mother who, through her

    genes and her presence during my childhood, opened my eyes
 to nature. This is the greatest gift you have ever given me and,
 as I realize now, was your harbor during your stormy and
 unsettled life. May the wind in the trees and soft dew of the
 dawn bring peace to you, wherever you are.
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  Foreword

  The theme of mankind’s relationship with nature is an old and beautiful one. Wordsworth in ‘Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’ wrote:


  
    ‘I have felt... a sense sublime

    Of something far more deeply interfused,

    Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,

    And the round ocean and the living air,

    And the blue sky, and in the mind of man

    A motion and a spirit that impels...

    And rolls through all things.’

  

  Yet today the profoundly respectful, symbiotic relationship of man with nature has become for many a frightened retreat from ‘natural disasters’ coupled with a dawning awareness that our behavior has damaged our natural environment; leaving many of us actively seeking to redefine our relationship with the natural world. It is a conflict between the natural world and the material world that is experienced by everyone, whatever their life situation. In this inspiring book, Stephanie Sorrell helps us to heal our relationship with nature and to use nature’s cycles and patterns to heal our lives.

  Nature as Mirror blends the ancient wisdom of nature with a very modern, uplifting and readable approach. It is fascinating on more than one level. Firstly, it initiates a way of viewing nature that is healing and moves away from the negativity and guilt found in the modern media. Stephanie is ultimately reassuring, telling us that ‘nature will in time regenerate itself’ and giving us a positive view of change and progress: a new view of nature is starting to emerge. Now it is up to us to reevaluate our relationship with the natural world; and the first step is through our inner relationship with nature – which is the second key aspect to this book. Stephanie models a way of living and existing in harmony with nature, a method that moves on from our exploitation of nature by exploring and actively celebrating the power, beauty and wonder of nature; using it as a mirror to our life experiences, forming a vision that guides and sustains us.

  The blend of ancient wisdom with modern life is an appealing one. Stephanie invites the reader to work through the changing seasons of their lives, and to use the tree and acorn as patterns for existence. These eternal images are nevertheless fresh, new and relevant to our lives today. In fact this book is particularly relevant to our modern day existence as we are shown how in reconnecting with nature we can heal many of the problems and stresses of our modern lives, such as the constant conflict between ‘doing’ and ‘being’. The book leads the reader in the process of actively ‘being’ – a skill that so many of us do not possess.

  In fact, I feel that this is more than a book; it is a working document, actively inviting the reader to participate in the processes involved. A series of active questions, meditations and creative visualizations lead the reader forward to a place of unique connection with nature and with themselves. I would encourage you to read this book actively – notebook in hand – and do all the processes. Take the leap of actively re-connecting with the natural world and add depth and comfort to your modern life.

  I was delighted to be asked to write the ‘Foreword’ to this book as there are so many aspects to its philosophy that I found intensely inspiring and moving. The concepts that ‘nature does not judge’ and that ‘there is nothing wasted in human experience’ are ultimately positive and inspirational. This book is also profoundly helpful regarding the eternal problem of mankind’s fear of death. Stephanie tells us that death is, in nature, only a steady process of unfolding, shedding and rooting. Nothing and nobody really leaves us because ‘we have integrated their essence within us’. Through this trust in nature we are moving towards a philosophy of life that is deeply spiritual. As my teacher, White Eagle, tells us: ‘Do not fear the unknown, not even death itself. For with every forward step you take you are entering a fuller existence.’ Nature as Mirror helps us to the realisation that through nature, all aspects of spiritual life can be explored.


  Jenny Dent, Mother of The White Eagle Lodge


  Introduction

  Although I started this work in the early 1990s, if I am honest, I began it much earlier. As a child growing up in the 1960s, although money was scarce, I was able to enjoy and value the experience of the natural world around me. Having moved from London to Somerset and then to Essex by the age of five, I was exposed to contrasting landscapes that left a lasting impression on me. My first memory, however, was of wading around in bright red wellington boots in one of the London floods. Water was squelching over the top of my boots and I squealed excitedly as I experienced the current. The Thames had broken its banks and, until the Thames Barrier was completed in 1982 after an eight year long construction project, London was vulnerable to flooding. Actually, the worst flooding occurred in 1953, a few years before I was born and this is when ‘Old Father Thames’ made a supreme effort to regain its floodplains. Ten thousand people had to be evacuated. But the population has doubled since then, so the dangers of rising water levels due to melting ice floes in Antarctica becomes ever more threatening.

  The flooding left a deep and lasting impression on me. In retrospect, it seems incredible that a city as big and powerful as London was built on marshland with a river flowing underneath. But then Venice, world-famous for 150 canals in a shallow lagoon, is also affected by global warming and will have to raise its system of flood barriers to meet this. Then there is New York, frequently flooded by the Hudson River. These, compounded with other low-lying nations such as the Maldives and Bangladesh, reveals only a little of what is waiting in the wings for us. It is only when the more vulnerable places in the world flood that we realize water fills seven tenths of the global landscape. Living in relative ease on dry land we are apt to forget this. Yet….symptoms abound of increased global warming which expands water and causes it to rise. An ongoing weekly barrage of this trickling through the media makes complacency and comfort less and less attainable. Here, in Great Britain, not only the coastal regions are in danger of flooding, but further inland – in fact anywhere near a river or built on floodplains. On an annual basis it is not an uncommon sight to see swans and ducks sailing down the high street at window level.

  In the context of this book, what is this saying, or mirroring on a world level?

  In astrology and dream symbolism, water is symbolic of the soul and the emotions. Water is also symbolic of the Great Mother, because of her rulership of the tides as well as women’s menstrual cycle.

  If water is symbolic of the soul and water levels are rising as global temperatures increase and ice melts, what could this be saying?

  Like the waterways we have tried to control by building dams, we have also tried to tamp down the soul. Many of our towns and cities lie on top of natural rivers that have been concreted over. What does this do to the life force of the river which ultimately affects human life? We have built on flood plains and continue to do so in order to make a quick profit. We have drastically changed the earth’s natural hydraulic system by endless felling of trees and desecrating the rain forests. The Mayans did this in Central America, and this led to the collapse of their civilization, compounded with overpopulation and bitter wars over dwindling resources. Jared Diamond, scientist and ecologist, believes the downfall of Easter Island with its loss of trees, largely contributed to the nemesis of this ancient civilization, and sees this as a metaphor for what is taking place on a global level at an accelerated rate. In short, trees maintain the water cycles of the planet. Where trees have been razed to the ground, desert settles in their place, after the inevitable floods and erosion of the topsoil. Animals and birds once dependent on the shelter and food trees offer, literally die out.

  Yet, unlike our mortal bodies, the soul is indestructible. And now we can no longer ignore the world soul’s return to claim back what we have denied her, our own soul life. Water always finds its own level and, given time, erodes its manmade boundaries to reclaim its territory. And in Freudian terms, the unconscious rises up to make its presence known by becoming conscious. No wonder Freud, for all his criticism was sometimes referred to as ‘Midwife to the Soul’. As a race we are sick, crazy, out of control so that we have to take our psyche to the counselor, the psychiatrist or psychologist. But our healing can be only as good as the healer, the counselor, the psychiatrist. I have come across therapists, of which there are many, who have seen environmental concern as a projection or displacement of our own repressed desires, rather than a natural response to what has been done to nature.

  Thankfully, there are activists and therapists like Joanna Macey and John Seed, who set up a rainforest project in Australia and worked closely with the late Arne Naess, the founder of deep ecology. Joanna Macy has been working since the 1960s to address a collective mourning ritual that allowed participants to work through deeply repressed ecological disaster.

  Until we can see that what we do to the earth, we ultimately do to ourselves, we cannot heal. The waters of the soul are rising and wanting to claim us back through our sickness and dis-ease. But the road back to consciousness is not an easy or comfortable journey in contrast with our obsession with quick-fix schemes. Whatever way we look at it, we are in the midst of a global environmental flooding. Our greatest handicap is in experiencing that we have no power; that we can go about our daily life as though nothing is happening. No wonder we keep ourselves busy as a race. Anything to shut out the reality!

  I have childhood memories of Taunton with its deep red soil, hills and meadows with leafy lanes embroidered with wild flowers and grassy banks tumbling into crystal clear running water that never stopped day and night. I also remember the red squirrels gallivanting about in areas of parkland.

  Clacton-on-Sea returned me to the presence of water in a different way. Until I was twelve and moved again – this time to a boarding school between Oxford and Reading, I grew up with the sea as a living presence in my life. The shrill cry of the gulls was a constant background sound as they squabbled noisily for food scraps. In contrast, the rounded cooing of a pair of stock doves on the chimney was a soothing lullaby.

  Whenever I had been away for a week or so, and the familiar salty seaweedy smell would wrap itself around me at the railway station, I would gulp in the air greedily. To this day, I have a tin of shells garnered from my sea visits. I only have to open it and the sea, with its vivid imagery and fresh salty sharpness, rushes up to meet me. At night, amidst rough seas, I would hear the sound of passing ships sounding their fog horns to warn other ships of their presence. My Grandfather would call it ‘Mournful Mary’ after the wartime siren in Dunkirk.

  The sea grew into me, from my introduction at five to my teenage years when I would visit again from boarding school. My troubled teenage thoughts would slow down as I paced the beach. Instead I experienced a deep internal voice that was rhythmic as it was wise and nonjudgmental. As the sea spoke to me, I would prop myself against a boulder or squat on the sands and write poetry. Although I wrote the poetry, it was the sea’s rhythmic voice which inscribed itself on the blank screen of my mind and, finally became externalized on a scribbled page of a notebook I was carrying. Over the years many of these poems have been written, some published in gift books worldwide thanks to a publisher who believed in my work. The sea always soothed me and, over time, she became like a maternal presence to me. It was here when I began to compose my first love poems and, as I wrote, I found a way of being with the emotional turmoil that can come with adolescent love and dreams. I learned as the sea could be turbulent and frightening in intensity, she could be calm and still as a mountain lake. As the tide went out, I would find treasures embedded in the sand in the form of shells, seaweed, marbled pebbles or rock pools which harbored a miniscule world of teeming life, I could relate this to myself also. Although the tide of activity and excitement would leave me for a while, it would be an invitation to drop down to a deeper level and find what had been hidden before. I penned these words at Lulworth Cove.


  
    I cannot write this.

    The way the salt breeze swoops down from

    From white breasted cliffs to tease

    The wild grasses.

    Or the sea raking the shore below

    With her endless white sighs.

    No more than I can write the lark

    Tumbling harmonies into the endless blue sky.

    Instead, I dip my pen into the sea

    And write words that vanish unread into coves.

    Paragraphs that lie scattered and broken on the sands.

    And dreams that are diamond edged as sun strikes water …


  

  Like the sea, my inner tide would turn again and slowly trickle back into those aching hollows, bringing new life and inspiration. In contrast, when the tide rose and rose, so that I felt emotionally and mentally overwhelmed by all the worries of the world and the waves crashed against the rocks, it would become still again and the silence that I loved would become deeper than ever. And it didn’t matter where I travelled or lived, the sea spoke all languages and would find me wherever I happened to be.

  The sea’s voice always found me whether I was living in Brighton, or holidaying on the Isle of Iona, the Isle of Lewis and Harris. It would find me from Lulworth Cove in Dorset, to Yugoslavia and when I lived in Norway for a time on Ulvoya, a small island in the Oslo Fjord. Moving back, when I came to live in West Sussex for seven years, I found it at Bosham harbor where I took my daily walks. It would connect with that place within me that I learned to use and trust as a small child.

  Now, as I have made West Cumbria my home for the last six years, in the small town where I live, the tide goes out even further, but despite this always returns. Within walking distance of the village of Haverigg, is Hodbarrow Lagoon, also a wildlife centre for the RSPB. Here, I am able to witness the migrating birds who return again and again to occupy this place during the summer months.

  Before coming to live here, my knowledge of birds was rudimentary, confined to breeds indigenous to Britain, such as robin, the various tits, thrushes, blackbird, the finches, several warblers and woodpeckers. Although, when I lived in Chichester, I was fortunate to witness the haunting cries of the peregrine falcons as they made their annual nest in the cathedral spire. Beneath the constant telescope and webcam of the RSPB, I followed the development of the juveniles each year. I marveled then as I often did that bird cries could make themselves known above the clamor of busy city life.

  The arrival of the first swallows, swifts and house martins came and I experienced a great sense of relief and joy – they had made it again! Having dared searing heat, wind and thousands of miles to return to this humble place to grace us with their presence. In parts of Africa it was a great privilege and omen of good luck to have a swallow nesting in your house, on your roof. Sadly, this is rarely so in England where home owners put wire netting over their precious eaves to protect them from droppings. Similarly, I experience a sadness when they line the telephone wires and fences, chattering excitedly, because I know they will soon depart home to a warmer climate, making that heroic passage across the Sahara where many lose their lives.

  But as this Cumbrian coastal landscape slowly took hold of me, I began to notice the behavior and breeding habits of the many birds who lodged here …. More than anything, my regular walks around Hodbarrow Lagoon enabled me to get in touch with my creative mind. In the open spaces, of which there are many, my walk round the nature reserve brings me into contact with crested grebes and their fantastic mating display of heads turning in unison and the reed dance where they pull grasses from the riverbed to show each other. The grebe spends twenty percent of its life underwater in its search for small fish and sand eels. Like the swan, they carry their young on their back, small heads peeping through the folded wings. And in watchful hiding, if you look hard enough, the heron waits hunched and motionless; still as a monument in the bulrushes. For me, the heron with its bamboo stilt-like legs, is the epitome of the slow poised movements in Tai Chi; the quiet waiting which, energetically, seems to render the bird invisible. There are the shrill cries of the oystercatchers as they swoop overhead. Spring brings the aerodynamic family of terns; arctic, sandwich, common and little tern who make their passage every year from places as far flung as South Africa and the Arctic. Then there is the eider duck, the adult male with his white and black coloring and magnificent apple-green head in contrast with the dowdy female. I hear their soft ‘oo-hoo’, like a toned down wolf whistle before I even see them. The prehistoric looking cormorants stand on outcrops of rock in the lagoon, spreading their wings to dry in the wind and sun.

  In the six years I have been here, outwardly wrestling against the financial uncertainty that brought me to such an out of the way place, I have been buffeted by outsider’s comments as well as the elements. A man who came to deliver goods, cursed the area: ‘What you’re doing moving up here?’ he challenged. ‘There’s only the prison!’ While I struggled with and against settling into the community, these words came back to haunt and mock me. A year into being here, a fellow traveler on the train, a man who had moved up to the area from London, asked as I was getting off, ‘How long have you been in exile up here?’ Curiously ‘refuge’ and ‘exile’ describe the same landscape, but their meanings are far apart.

  But, eventually, you do settle in a roundabout way. Things that can’t settle or lodge themselves into the barest of precipices finally lose their struggle, and fall off. I found work nearby in Furness General Hospital, working on the nursing bank there, shuttling from medical to surgical level and back again. Reluctant to become permanent, and yet wanting the security it offered at the same time. For those first three years I felt imprisoned in an environment that seemed closed and unfriendly to ‘offcomers’, the term used for outsiders. I wanted to split and run… but really there was nowhere to run to … only further north to Scotland, the highlands, then full circle back to Norway. Limited funds forced me to move and kept me where I was, like so many others the world over.

  The rise and fall of the tides with its waves reminds me of the rise and fall of sap. The fall, when all the deciduous leaves have left the trees and they stand naked and brittle against the skyline. And then the rising up again in the spring when buds burst into leaf and blossom, and trees experience a new spurt of growth visible in the fresh green needles of the conifers and the concentric lines etched into the tree trunk and limbs. The swelling buds which, later, birth fruit that contains the seeds of the new even as they lie on the ground rotting after the fall, may seed themselves through the beak of a bird or the mouth of a squirrel. This is an incredible insight into the natural world; that even as a life form is dying, rotting away, the seeds of new life are waiting in the wings. We grieve in our belief that life is linear rather than cyclical. In the natural world there are no straight lines, only curves and spirals. That is why the manifestation we witness in the natural world is cyclical, a concept which I work with in the main part of this book.

  My mother introduced me to nature because I believe it was her sanity in the midst of her psychotic illness. Despite the difficulties in our tenuous relationship, I will always be grateful to her for passing on that love and awareness of the natural environment. On our walks, she taught me the names of all the wild flowers. She also awakened my love for poetry, its rhythm and ability to evoke the deepest of feelings with such succinct grace. There were poems that she read to me which became deeply engraved across my soul and, although some of them were little known in the shadow of Longfellow, the Rubiyant of Omar Khayyam, Tennyson, Browning, Blake and Wordsworth, they were ones that had been passed down in the family from generation to generation.

  My mother grew up on a farm and, perhaps, that was where her love of nature emerged from, but I think it spoke to the brokenness within her, as it did through my ancestral lineage where, sadly, most of the males, my uncle and father included, committed suicide in a final act to escape clinical depression. My mother was an artist and, after her death, I was asked by the estate agent to clear the attic of ‘clutter’ in preparation for the house going on the market. Up in the attic, I found abandoned paintings piled up against each other in a corner draped with musty cobwebs. One of these salvaged oil paintings hangs in my study now. It is a beech wood and, although the leaves are fiery red and gold, the trees are packed so tightly together that the light never entirely breaks through. But – just here and there, golden light pools onto the reddish woodland floor through impossible openings in the overhead foliage. I remember when I first saw it at sixteen it spoke to me, although I wasn’t to understand why until years later. It hung in the room where I stayed, when I visited, for years and then suddenly it was gone, obviously banished to the attic. Dimly, beyond the pooling light is a narrow pathway through the wood and years later I think of the Italian poet, Dante Alighieri. Dante’s words in that wonderful rendition of human growth, descent, purgation and spiritual resurrection:


  
    In the midway of this our mortal life,

    I found me in a gloomy wood, astray

    Gone from the path direct: and e’en to tell

    It were no easy task, how savage wild

    That forest, how robust and rough its growth,

    Which to remember only, my dismay

    Renews, in bitterness not far from death.

    Yet to discourse of what there good befel,

    All else will I relate discover’d there.

  

  I loved that painting because it is literally the only thing I have left from my family heritage. It is the darkness that so many of us endured, but also the light that was salvaged from the darkness. My grandmother’s name before she was married into Sorrell was ‘Newman’ and my mother told me that she was a distant cousin of Cardinal Newman. Although I have never really explored this further, I always smile when I see or hear that hymn of his:


  
    LEAD, Kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom

    Lead Thou me on!

    The night is dark, and I am far from home—

    Lead Thou me on!


  

  Whether Cardinal Newman was some distant relative of ours or not, those well known lines speak so cogently to me. Furthermore, the spiritual thread runs through both lineages of my family, where two of my great grandfathers were priests, one a Methodist, the other Catholic. I still have a rosary that was once my grandfather’s and has been handed down through the family. Perhaps I am wanting to say here that spirituality is embedded in nature, as darkness is the shadow that protects us from too much light.

  But I think it is more than that. There is something about illness or dis-ease within the soul that turns us away from the world and makes us grateful for all the beauty which emerges from it. I believe suffering whether it is mental, emotional or physical, creates a passage to something deeper, a yearning for a tangible sense of spirituality.

  This emerges from many of our children’s stories, such as ‘The Secret Garden’ where the protagonist, brought up in India, finds the key to a secret garden which proves to become the healing salve for both her own bitterness and her cousin’s psychological sickness.

  I am aware that I may be accused of being anthropocentric by projecting my own unconscious needs onto nature. In this light, there have been many eminent trailblazers along the way in the form of St Francis of Assisi, Thoreau, Aldo Leopald, John Muir and more recently Rachel Carson and Arne Naess. Rather than being selfish or human centered, these pioneers were using the lens of nature to magnify a major deficit in our understanding of nature. They believed that nature did not exist wholly to serve mankind’s needs in a form of endless sacrifice, but that we exist to serve each other. Understandably, this viewpoint has clashed with the mechanistic self-serving model of nature as portrayed by Newton and Descartes.

  This sixteenth century paradigm uprooted the former paradigm of a world controlled by spirits, demons and magic. The problem was in exiling the ghosts of the past, certain qualities were lost alongside them. One of these qualities was spirituality which brings a sense of purpose and the unknown into the equation. By only measuring what could be directly observed by the five senses, the living world became robbed of depth, vision or spirituality. Proverbs famous words,?Without a vision the people perish,’ stands as true today as it did then. The problem existed in not so much as the dominion and obliteration of the old world paradigm, but in the total exile of anything invisible and spiritual.

  In actuality, history has moved forward at an unprecedented rate. Our ability to utilize our cognitive mind to further our understanding of science has precipitated a growing need to not only dominate the earth but interfere with the cycles of nature in the mistaken belief that we can do better. Yet, with every influx of new thought, unless the past is valued rather than wiped out, we swing from one extreme to another. Extremes harbor huge rifts of dissension which, although keep them apart, still work in relationship to each other. Living in a world of opposites we can see that war too often becomes a substitute for solution. Yet, underneath, is the unconscious desire to unite. The relationship between two opposing factions bind them together in time and space. The only quality which will unite them, is a change in consciousness in both parties that can see and unearth the good qualities of the past and invite them into the present. From this change in consciousness, a tenable future can be secured. The rational scientific mind is as important as the imaginative, intuitive mind. The two crave for union so that a third can be born in the form of a new paradigm.
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