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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

WILD EARTH, WILD SOUL


Bill Pfeiffer has followed his own wild heart in growing ways to build an Earth-honoring culture. His passion to heal our alienation from the natural world led him to deep ecology and then on to aboriginal elders of Siberia and the Americas. Knowing that a shift in consciousness at the personal level is essential, he has developed workshops to bring us back to our true nature as conscious members of the sacred living body of Earth. It is good news for us all that Bill has chosen to share his approach and his methods in this manual. I’ve known Bill for twenty years and would trust him with my life.


Joanna Macy


Bill Pfeiffer is a pioneer in bringing the technologies of Reunion to our wounded Western culture. This book was a blessing for me, both for its clear, vibrant articulation of basic principles of shamanic and ecological healing, and for its practical transmission of how to create powerful experiences for others.


Charles Eisenstein


Pfeiffer’s Wild Earth, Wild Soul is a recipe for realizing our greatest longing: to live in a culture rooted in the Earth where each of us is treated with love and respect. Filled with indigenous wisdom; this rich, practical offering provides a way for small groups to experience that now as well as hope for the well-being of future generations.


Thom Hartmann


A bridge is being built between indigenous beliefs that have been environmentally successful for millennia and the wise probing recently of intelligent non-Indians. Pfeiffer is an excellent bridge builder. Wild Earth, Wild Soul is a must read.


Ed Eagleman McGaa


Pfeiffer offers a valuable step forward in advancing our lives and the lives of our children—a life not only of compassion but also of ecstasy.


Manitonquat (Medicine Story)


Bill Pfeiffer’s book is a generous and deeply felt articulation of how we can approach sustainable habitation of this planet that is our home. And, most uniquely, it supports people in feeling, rather than suppressing, the deep emotions they have about the damage to our planet. And from those deep feelings, to trust the crafting of a genuine individual response to that damage.


Stephen Harrod Buhner, author of The Secret Teachings of Plants, The Lost Language of Plants, and Ensouling Language.


Wild Earth, Wild Soul: A Manual for an Ecstatic Culture is a major contribution to indigenous wisdom at a time when it is much needed by an ailing modernity. It provides an insightful entry into life-giving changes much craved for, and must be read with deep reverence.


Malidoma Some
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For Ariel, Aminy, Abby, and Emily, daughters of the Earth.
May they continue to shine like the sun.










Foreword


by John Perkins


I’ve known Bill Pfeiffer since he first came to one of my workshops in the mid-nineties. The subject of the workshop was ecstasy and indigenous wisdom. I noticed that a fire was starting to burn within him to really know this subject—not as a temporary high but as a way of life.


During that time, I led many trips to the Amazon and the Andes where a wild and connected relationship with nature was part of the present, not a relic of the past. I shared with Bill much of what I learned. Bill, in turn, told me about his adventures in Siberia. There he experienced the ecstatic culture of several indigenous tribes embedded in a dazzling mosaic of rivers, steppe, and snowcapped mountains.


A bond formed between us, centered on this common experience and a common aspiration. How could we preserve ancient wisdom and adapt it for our own people? How could we change the modern vision that “technological progress will provide ultimate fulfillment” into an Earth-honoring dream?


A Shuar shaman deep in the Amazon once told me:




The world is as you dream it. You in the North have dreamed of lots of cars, huge buildings, extreme materialism. Your dream came true and now threatens to destroy the Earth as we know it. But you can change that, create sustainable societies among your people. Just help your people change that dream.





Wild Earth, Wild Soul sprang from the Earth herself. It takes complex concepts and puts them together in a user-friendly way. It doesn’t merely ask, “What if?” It shows the reader how to. It is a manual for creating a culture that works with, not against, nature. Bill makes it clear that to achieve this balance, we must go deep into our own souls. It’s not about duplicating the customs and mores of Native cultures, but rather is about having the courage to take the amazing journey into the depths of who we are. On that journey, we can find a different way to see; reality becomes a high-definition experience that is malleable and full of possibility.


Talk is cheap. Bill invites you to see for yourself through his Wild Earth Intensive. You will soon find out what that is.


And he takes the long view. Yes, we need to do everything we can to slow and stop the Earth-destroying juggernaut of materialistic consumption, but at the same time we need to start putting in place the kind of culture our descendants will inherit with gratitude. That will require patience, discipline, and tenacity. Bill’s recipe makes this sacred work a joy.


What’s most original about Wild Earth, Wild Soul is not the parts, but the whole. Where else are you going to find the ingredients of a thriving nature-based culture all in one place along with a practical method of experiencing them?


Read it and take it to heart for our children’s sake. And also take it to heart if you long to inhabit a world imbued with beauty.
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Introduction




All will come again into its strength:


the fields undivided, the waters undammed,


the trees towering and the walls built low.


And in the valleys, people as strong and varied as the land.







And no churches where God
is imprisoned and lamented
like a trapped and wounded animal.


The houses welcoming all who knock and a sense of boundless offering in all relations, and in you and me.







No yearning for an afterlife, no looking beyond,


no belittling of death,


but only longing for what belongs to us and serving earth, lest we remain unused.


—Rainer Maria Rilke





It was the twelfth of June, 1998. My friend and I had just returned from the deserts of Utah, where we had been on a vision quest that seemed rather ordinary at the time. It had been beautiful and powerful, yet in a very modest kind of way. There had been no “fireworks,” no messages from on high. But, after having prayed and fasted for four days, I was not concerned about the outcome of the quest, because the beauty of the red rock was now in the marrow of my bones.


That evening, the two of us had dinner and went to sleep at the Prospector Lodge in the small town of Moab. The name of the motel would soon prove portentous. To my complete surprise, a “vein of gold” would appear just a few hours later, when I awoke from one of those vivid, Technicolor dreams that make waking life seem black and white by comparison. I immediately grabbed some paper and started to write down whatever streams of ideas I could hold on to from the torrent of information that had flooded through me during the dream. There was no premeditation or sense of control as I wrote. “I see a vision of peace” was the first line. “I see the Warriors of the Rainbow* remembering who they are” was the second. The feeling tone was one of both exhilaration at the possibilities for human transformation and urgency about completing certain tasks before “The Change.”


The Change—a shift of gargantuan proportions for the human race that I was convinced lay just ahead, in my lifetime—rever-berated through my consciousness. I had thought about it a lot as an intellectual concept, but at that moment, as I awakened from the dream, I experienced what felt like a tidal wave of revelation. The Change is not about fire and brimstone, floods, or war, as many have predicted. It’s about a complete break with an environmentally unsustainable past. This vision did not promise that negative scenarios were out of the question, but that they would not have the last word. Something would outlive the death grip of industrial civilization and it would be good.


I kept writing, and writing. A dozen pages later, there were three overarching “instructions” in what had emerged on paper, all written in a metaphorical and stilted style. In essence, they were:




1. Participate in and lead “workshops” that facilitate a remembering of the true nature of humans, with an emphasis on aboriginal teachings. In this case, aboriginal does not mean native to Australia, but refers to the original wisdom coming forth from the Earth and flowing into alert and receptive humans.


2. Organize an ongoing exchange of spiritual and cultural knowledge between Native Americans and Native Siberians.


3. Pass on any essential knowledge revealed from the carrying out of the first two instructions, in an organized fashion, using the medium of print on paper, and protect the contents by translating it into other languages. The word protect is important; the sense from the dream vision was that the digital world of electronically stored materials could not be taken for granted during and after The Change.





The late Thomas Berry, ecologist and philosopher, author and lecturer, stresses the crucial importance of truly listening to our innate Earth wisdom when he states: “One of the significant historical roles of the primal people of the world is not simply to sustain their own traditions, but to call the entire civilized world back to a more authentic mode of being. Our only hope [my italics] is in a renewal of those primordial experiences out of which the shaping of our more sublime human qualities could take place.”1


I had been fulfilling those first two instructions, in various ways, for many years, but I was unsure how to interpret the third one. It did not feel directed at me specifically. The written recording of any acquired wisdom needed to be done by someone, or several someones. Maintaining a sacred covenant between human beings and the Earth was at stake.


Now it seems clear—and I am hopeful I’ve got this right—that this book is a fulfillment of the third instruction.


But this volume did not emerge immediately following that dream in Moab. Like so many things, even those that seem most important can get lost in the rush of modern life. It would take a provocative and ambitious question five years later, in 2003, from my long-time friend Larry Buell (Professor Emeritus, Human Ecology, Greenfield Community College), to inspire me to begin acting on instruction three.


“Okay,” he said, “so many of us understand the severe limitations of the dominant paradigm. If you were given ten days minimum—to allow for more than a temporary ‘workshop’ feel—in a beautiful outdoor setting with fifteen to twenty-five people gathered together, how would you reconstruct a culture that works for all beings?”


Larry posed that audacious question in the middle of a long New England winter, and, after our conversation, I immediately went to my computer and started writing. That was unusual; writing is usually one of the hardest tasks for me (except when I am awakened in the middle of the night in Moab, Utah!). Ten pages later, I sensed I was on to something. But I knew that without more research and development, I could not find the answer I was working toward.


What became clear almost immediately was that the reconstruction of human culture that Larry was asking me to envision would start on a small scale, and grow from there. Although it might have been tempting to put lots of energy into a grandiose panacea, that was not on my mind or his when he posed the question. And whatever “model” I could muster up needed to be based on both personal and proven experience, and not an abstract “thought experiment.” That group of fifteen or twenty-five people would not be creating another think tank! I wanted to direct my efforts toward developing a model of experiential education that would be rooted in people’s hearts and souls—one that could help each of us see through eyes of connection and oneness.


As the years passed, I co-created, facilitated, and refined several “Wild Earth Intensives”—ten-day workshops designed to stimulate the crucial remembering mentioned earlier: a remembering of the attitudes, values, perceptions, and practices that served our ancestors successfully for a hundred-thousand years. And amazingly, by uncovering the best of the past, I became particularly open to a new, powerful, and creative aspect of human consciousness that appeared to be gathering strength in the present. Together, these formed the backbone of my approach.


The more I led those Intensives, the more I noticed there was something of lasting value in them—something that would give people a collection of tools that would persist beyond the typical post-workshop euphoria and settle into their awareness more deeply than a strictly intellectual university course does. In fact, the Wild Earth Intensive (WEI) was the answer to a calling of the heart—the one that had been pulling at my shirt-tails since that night in Moab.


I also realized that a final and conclusive answer to Larry Buell’s question about reconstructing human culture had not yet emerged—not from me nor from anyone. Any attempts at living in a sustainable way would be tainted by the psychological conditioning and existing conditions of the dominant culture. They would be relative solutions. Yet, try we must! Those of us who are called to serve the quest for a viable human presence on planet Earth have a passion for “giving it our best shot.”


And here is my best shot. The Wild Earth Intensive that has meant so much to me is both a blueprint and a microcosm of how an ordinary group of people can embody the essence of sustainable living. The dream I have for this work is that you will try it and grow through it; that you will spread it far and wide as a way of life, not the way of life. It is offered as a tool, among many others being contributed around the world at this time, that can guide us through The Change—not just to a sustainable life but to a deeply joyful and grateful one.


Although The Change may turn out to be less dramatic than in my vision, the industrialized world’s sense of invincibility is likely to be humbled by the events of the next hundred years. We need a way into the future that is both practical and inspirational. Various aspects of sustainable living—such as healthy childrearing practices and lasting ways of providing energy, food, shelter, and clothing—are covered quite well in numerous books by many brilliant people. What the following pages of this book address is the central question of how humans can sail forth into an unknown but potentially beautiful future, with a nature-based spiritual rudder—an “Earthdharma”—that satisfies the age-old hunger for meaning and healing.


Note: Concerning any “spiritual” language used in this book, feel free to substitute your own synonyms for Spirit, God, Source, Intelligence, Love, Creator, etc. For me, they are all interchangeable, and I have no attachment to any particular word. In essence, the Great Mystery is far beyond words and concepts. Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke to this well when he said: “Whether we call it an unconscious process, an impersonal Brahman, or a Personal Being of matchless power and infinite love, there is a creative force in this universe that works to bring the disconnected aspects of reality into a harmonious whole.”2


* From a Cree tribe prophecy, as told to Lelanie Stone by Grandmother Eyes of Fire, that “there would come a time when the ‘keepers of the legend, stories, culture rituals, and myths, and all the Ancient Tribal Customs’ would be needed to restore [the Earth and her inhabitants] to health….They were the ‘Warriors of the Rainbow.’”3










Chapter 1
Why a Wild Earth Intensive?




This was quite possibly the most profound ten days I have ever experienced. If this is what a small group of people can create in ten days, I know that we can transform this world. We were doing it every second of every day—we were living it.


—Wild Earth Intensive participant





What if a culture embedded in nature was not a relic of the past but a living reality? What if you did not have to travel thousands of miles to experience indigenous wisdom but felt it in your heart? What if you knew in your bones the “rightness” of learning sustainability from the inside out? This is the promise of a Wild Earth Intensive (WEI), “a time out of time” where a small group of people can create the kind of world they want to live in. Although that world is temporary, the participants come away with a much “higher bar” for what is possible in the wider world.


A WEI is the culmination of twenty-plus years of experimenting with a variety of “deep ecology” workshops, blended with what I have learned during numerous trips to visit the aboriginal peoples of America and Siberia. Those workshops and journeys were created under the umbrella of Sacred Earth Network (SEN), a small not-for-profit environmental organization that I founded in 1988.


The workshops were a response to the unanimous sentiment of SEN board and staff members that the environmental movement was, unfortunately, solely focused on what Joanna Macy, the remarkable Buddhist scholar and systems theorist, termed “holding actions.” When Julia Butterfly lived atop a huge, threatened redwood tree for two years and when Greenpeace helped stop nuclear testing, they galvanized tremendous sympathy for their causes, but, by themselves, those actions and the thousands of lesser-known ones were insufficient to reverse the tremendous momentum of worldwide environmental degradation underway. Hopefully, these actions bought time for a wiser understanding to kick in.


To achieve that, Macy and others began to recognize something longer term and more effective was called for; something that rocked people to their core and made them look at the world differently. These innovators wanted to help create a living culture where ecosystems would be honored and kept intact. Then, as now, we needed a shift in consciousness to spur a different way of living—and, simultaneously, a different way of living to spur a shift in consciousness!


The growing desire to create a new, living culture—one that is (dare we say) ecstatic—is a response to the tremendous environmental and social pressure we are all experiencing. That pressure makes the vision of a life lived in balance with the rest of nature ever more compelling. Anyone who has really investigated the monumental trends that are shaping our world knows that changing how we live is imperative. But the re-creation of a living culture is considered by many to be the thorniest of problems. The critics balk: “It’s impossible, idealistic, and utopian. Don’t waste your time.” They are voicing a pervasive sense of hopelessness that can paralyze one’s best intentions to work to change things for the better. However, the brilliant work of Joanna Macy, John Seed, John Perkins, and other Western eco-spiritual activists showed me that the feeling of hopelessness was just that—a feeling—and not an immutable truth. Furthermore, the track record of thousands of indigenous tribes who have lived lightly all over the planet is evidence that a dynamic balance between humans and nature is not some weird anomaly, but a living reality.


This was the main reason SEN sponsored Sacred Travel journeys over the course of ten years (1999–2009), taking small groups of North Americans and Europeans to meet indigenous people in Siberia and the Four Corners area of the United States. The dominant intention of these journeys was to listen to and learn from these indigenous groups, especially with regard to their relationships with the land and one another. We came to them to learn what aspects of their cultures allow them to remain connected to the land in a way that honors future generations, both human and nonhuman. We were able to visit sacred sites (with the blessing and guidance of local indigenous leaders) and witness how the people draw spiritual nourishment from Earth and Sky. We found in them an eagerness to share with us not just their information and wisdom but their hearts.


A different but complementary kind of journey was also birthed by SEN; we facilitated cultural exchanges between some of the indigenous peoples we had met, in which Native Siberians traveled here to meet Native Americans, and vice versa. These two majestic peoples, separated by half a planet, have much in common. Their wisdom, rituals, and enduring celebration of all life are woven into many of the WEI activities described in this book.


Rekindling Wildness


While organizing and co-facilitating these journeys and cultural exchanges, I was able to observe cultural survival skills that had stood the test of time against seemingly impossible odds. Whether in the steppes of Siberia’s Altai Mountains or in the deserts of New Mexico and Arizona, I noticed that the wildness of the land penetrates the core of its Native people who, despite centuries of outside rule, exhibit a stubborn refusal to be domesticated.


Leon Secatero, a well-respected Navajo elder who participated in these programs and became a SEN advisor, spent the last twenty years of his life gently yet powerfully encouraging non-Natives “to make a culture based on Indian ways that work.”1 He did this by immersing sincere non-Natives in the Navajos’ and Pueblos’ land, their ceremonies, and the indigenous rock art of their ancestors. He would say, “You non-Natives outnumber us ten to one, and you are not going anywhere, so you better figure this out.”2


A WEI—and a growing number of other alternative educational models—invites wildness back into our souls by helping us remove the imagined separation between “out there” and “in here.” This is what Secatero kept pointing toward. And contrary to the modern notion that to be wild is to be dumb and brutish, it is, in fact, extremely intelligent. To re-experience the wild does not imply a return to our Paleolithic past but a return to our inherent spontaneity and natural strength, a freeing up of the playful wonder we each had as children and that still lives inside us. Simply put, it is an unselfconscious, passionate love of life!


Anthropologist Bradford Keeney, Ph.D., who has written one of the most comprehensive field studies of healing and shamanism, the Profiles of Healing series, describes what drew modern cultures away from this wildness: “The problem began when someone said that words and meanings must explain, domesticate, and cover up wild experience. Within this hegemony of words, we demystified whatever was mysterious and walked away from the wild in order to become semantically tamed. We sacrificed our link-to-the-universe-heart for a delusional body-less-head-trip that has imprisoned us far too long. Consider a re-entry into the wild.”3


Furthermore, Keeney writes: “The greater mind of nature that holds our psyche is a small part of a more encompassing interdependent though always-changing network of relations.”4


Re-entering the wild and embracing the greater mind of nature is at odds with the dominant culture’s obsession with control. Most of us born in this culture have been conditioned to believe in its core tenets unquestioningly. For example, we have been taught that we can think our way out of any problem. Therefore, the prevailing educational assumptions are that a “left-brained” academic approach is the primary mode of understanding and that knowledge is bestowed upon the student by the teacher. A culture made up of wild souls certainly encourages the intellectual abilities of each individual and provides mentoring by the more experienced to the less. But, more importantly, it relies on the larger intelligence that is already within each of us—that includes but is deeper than thought—to guide the way.


A WEI is designed so that this intelligence can blossom and flourish. It honors the many equally important forms of this intelligence: feelings; intuition; awareness; body sensations; impressions gleaned from nature; wisdom perceived from our ancestors (both human and nonhuman); information gained from visioning and inner journeys; and cognitive insight. Each participant is encouraged to trust this intelligence—his or her deepest knowing—rather than simply conforming to the ideas and perspectives of the facilitators. In this way, a WEI models what our culture badly needs, direct experience with nature (in its broadest sense) as a foundation for learning.


The WEI is not a place to simply “go wild” and “hang out,” although there is plenty of time for spontaneous interaction or being alone. It is a spiritual training ground for joyous, creative self-expression and community building. Logic, reasoning, science, and abstract thought have their places, both in the world and at a WEI; but, ideally, they are in the service of a wild heart.


Elements of a New Culture


We long for the expansiveness of knowing and feeling that we are one with all that is. But in some ways we are also frightened by it—and for good reason. To discover the reality of oneness threatens our narrow sense of self. It is a wonderful paradox that a WEI, while providing a nurturing container where we don’t lose our individual uniqueness and emotional stability, strengthens our sense of interconnection with each other and the universe. Participants come to recognize or develop their particular gifts and see how they enrich the group and, eventually, the larger community. We experience personal empowerment through activities that make us feel safe enough to be authentic: to be ourselves and to think for ourselves.


The premise is that this place of wholeness, connectedness, and gratitude is where wise actions, healthy lifeways, and sustainable cultures grow. It is the wisdom of the Earth herself, flowing through each of us, that can provide the clearest direction for the way ahead. It is about each of us trusting our deepest experience by being open and receptive to that flow.


There is immense power in the gathering of a community of people holding this intention. What is prescribed in this book is done in community, with all of us working together for our individual and collective freedom. And this community is larger than just the human realm. Each of us is held in multiple relationships that nurture us: relationships with the elements of earth, air, water, and fire, as well as with the plants and animals. A WEI is a space in which to really experience this.


The many people I’ve come to know during WEIs do not need to be taught anything during the workshop—not in any conventional sense. They don’t need another dogma or formula for living. They don’t need another tight schedule where they are expected to rush to the next activity, where time is experienced more like a noose than a pillow. What they need most, I believe, is simply an environment in which to love and be loved—to be cherished, accepted, and celebrated for who they truly are.


And I cannot underscore enough that the natural world is the ideal setting for this to take place. Nature is a profoundly important companion, mentor, and advisor, because it is our Ground of Being. If you sit under a tree and observe its textures, listen to its surroundings, rub the fallen leaves on your palms, and be still, you will gain a sense of connection, gratitude, and awe. I can’t explain how it works, but it does—and not just with trees, but almost anywhere “out there” when we make the intention to connect.


Spiritual Yet Practical


Most of the experiential activities in a WEI correspond to indigenous practices I have witnessed, techniques I have learned from other workshop facilitators and “dharma” teachers, or ones I have created spontaneously as a response to the needs of the moment. The ones I have learned from others are never exact duplicates. The idea here—and this is extremely important—is that the essence of the activity, not its precise form, has universal value and a regenerative function.


This book describes a practical methodology based on the experiences of many people who have participated in a WEI, including those who have been guest mentors and facilitators. It is a “how-to” manual of ecologically based spirituality, both ancient and modern, that expands our sense of self to include all life.


I emphasize the term practical because many people who are working toward environmental and social change are ambivalent about the term spiritual. Their bias is that spirituality—a vital part of the human experience—is not really effective for making positive change, or that it is something apart from daily life.


Martin Prechtel, prolific author, artist, educator, and adoptee of the Tzutujil Maya, speaks about this well:




Spirituality is an extremely practical thing. It’s not a thing that you choose to do on the weekends. Spirituality…has to have some degree of social accountability, no matter what layer of life you’re stuck in or aiming at. It’s only in everyday life that spirituality makes a difference. Otherwise, if spirituality is an entertainment or something that is removed from life itself, then it ceases to become spiritual….I think spirituality is as essential as eating or holding hands or being warm in the winter or being together as a village. It’s all in there.5





Mahatma Gandhi was probably the most revered luminary who combined spirituality and social change. He writes in his autog-raphy: “I should certainly like to narrate my experiments in the spiritual field which are known only to myself and from which I have derived such power as I possess for working in the political field.”6


Fruits of a Wild Earth Intensive


At the conclusion of a WEI, we often come to realize that we have gathered a lot of low-hanging fruits that were previously hidden by the pace of our busy lives. These fruits are both means and ends of an integrated spiritual practice. They include:




[image: ] Community: learning together while supporting one another


[image: ] Safety: living in an atmosphere of emotional and physical safety while exploring our “edges” and taking risks


[image: ] Connection: breaking through societal and self-imposed isolation to perceive our oneness with Earth, Spirit, and one another


[image: ] Empowerment: feeling the beauty and power of our true selves


[image: ] Feeling: allowing all facets of our emotional palette, including grief and pain, to arise and find expression


[image: ] Fun/play: expressing our innate, limitless ability to rise above the difficulties of life through spontaneous, joyful creativity


[image: ] Meaning: choosing to experience a universe that is intensely alive and express our unique selves within it





A typical WEI combines indigenous wisdom, Buddhist teachings, eco-psychology, and the central message of most religions: love! However, the philosophical underpinnings of a WEI are far less important than the open-mindedness and open-heartedness that the facilitator and any helpers or guests bring to the experience. A WEI does not impose a belief system but inspires a belief in Life. This goes beyond the intellectual concept that humans cannot be separated from the rest of creation. It engenders a felt knowing that we are the consciousness, or Spirit, that interpenetrates the mountains, the rivers, the stars, and so much more.










Chapter 2
How to Use This Book




And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.


—Anaïs Nin





Deep down in the hidden recesses of our psyches are ancestral memories of when we lived in deep relationship with the land and each other. These memories refuse all manner of subjugation. In these pages, I want to impart the hope and enthusiasm I feel for our ability to re-create an Earth-honoring culture for new times.


My approach is twofold:




1. To provide a blueprint for any small group* of people to practice and experience—through a workshop†  called the Wild Earth Intensive (WEI)—the key components of that culture. These components are based on what has been historically (and prehistorically) successful and, when adapted for the strengths and weaknesses of modern participants, are transformative in the present. Herein you will find a variety of exercises and activities that make these compo- nents deliciously real instead of abstract ideas. The exercises and activities have been highly valued by people of all ages but are particularly suitable for young adults who are disillusioned with the dominant culture and are seeking alternatives.


2. To explain the concepts that support the various WEI activities. I hope by doing this to increase your motivation to remember your “original instructions.” Throughout this book, you will find quotes from, and references to, a multitude of Native elders, progressive thinkers, frontier scientists, poets, and spiritual luminaries who make the case that a whole new level of consciousness is possible, based on what already lies within us.





Chapter 4, Spiritual Permaculture, is devoted to these concepts, but if you find the degree of intellectual discussion found there does not interest you, turn instead to the other chapters, where the WEI experiential activities are described in detail. I invite you to try these exercises and activities whenever you want, with whomever you wish! Adapt them to your own situations, even when not part of a WEI, but please keep in mind that there is a logic and cumulative effect to combining this set of practices as they are described, and in the order recommended (see Sample Schedule). Furthermore, do not be put off by the cultural forms that have a Native American feel to them. If they do not speak to you, instead research and remember the Earth-honoring practices of your country, ancestry, and bioregion. Substitute accordingly. Make them relevant to your indigenous soul, wherever you live!


There are many other practices of remembering and reconnection besides the ones described that, in a WEI lasting more than ten days,‡  could amplify the impact of the Intensive. Some of my personal favorites are fasting for a vision (the vision quest), the responsible use of psychoactive plant medicines, and various forms of holotropic breathwork. There is also a vast reservoir of knowledge in the healing arts, sacred sexuality, and nonviolent communication that is not only complementary but ultimately essential for the kind of radical change we are discussing. These areas are beyond the scope of this book but are recommended for exploration. The content of a WEI is certainly open to expansion, especially if more time is available.


As you explore the practices in the book, you will notice that it is written as if you are a WEI facilitator. Although you may not actually facilitate a WEI (and they are never led alone), we invite you to read from the vantage point of being a powerful agent of change.


The Intensive is designed for the whole person: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. It is a flexible container with two essential features:




[image: ] Nurturing the awakening process currently underway in human consciousness§


[image: ] Remembering the cultural skills embedded in nature to pass on to future generations





My dream is that as many people as possible will enjoy the fruits of what the WEI has to offer—using it among many powerful tools available today.


One of the misunderstandings that can arise in coming upon a book with such an ambitious title is that it is attempting to get all people to adopt the same cultural forms, and to do so en masse. This is not the case. The invitation here is to allow nature and direct experience to determine what kind of Earth-honoring culture is best suited for a particular community. There is a place for everyone in helping to sculpt a diversity of cultures where the health of the land and the people is primary. Each person is encouraged to bring their own gifts into play. Each can make a unique contribution to a vibrant, enriching atmosphere. You are one of those people.




* I have found that groups ranging from fifteen to twenty-five people (including facilitators) are ideal for a WEI. Other group sizes are possible, depending on the facilitators’ level of experience, but I recommend that a WEI not be held with fewer than twelve participants and that groups of over thirty participants be divided into two or more smaller groups (running parallel if space permits).


† By workshop, I mean an experiential educational seminar of any specified length of time.


‡ I have found that ten days is an ideal minimum time frame for a WEI. Longer periods will allow more in-depth immersion in the many activities offered, as well as the opportunity to experience new ones. Shorter periods may be effective, depending on group goals and facilitator experience, but they will lack the “full-bodied experience” of living in alignment with the principles of Earth-honoring culture. In other words, it takes time to embody the understanding and potential available through a WEI. Ten days includes adequate time for a cohesive group to form and go through three critical stages: (1) leaving old ways of being behind, (2) becoming deeply immersed in transformative group and individual practices, and (3) integrating and preparing for return to life outside of the WEI.


§ In his book The Future of Man, written in 1945, professor of geology and mystic Pierre Teilhard de Chardin explains such a process: “In the passage of time a state of collective human consciousness has been progressively evolved which is inherited by each succeeding generation of conscious individuals, and to which each generation adds something. Sustained, certainly, by the individual person, but at the same time embracing and shaping the successive multitude of individuals, a sort of generalized human super personality is visibly in the process of formation on the earth.”1













Chapter 3
A Note to Guides and Facilitators




I told my students that to become intimate with the outer landscape it is important to become intimate with the inner landscape. The two are not separate. The inner landscape is as vast, deep, and wild as the outer landscape.


—Paul Rezendes





This chapter is directed toward those of you who feel called to serve as guides or facilitators in a Wild Earth Intensive (WEI). The words guides and facilitators will be used interchangeably throughout this book to describe the role that you will embody. While some of your functions will involve teaching, you will not be teachers in a conventional sense. Instead, you will be agents of trust—trusting that the intelligence of the universe will more fully inform the lives of the participants as they experience a variety of consciousness-expanding WEI activities. Your role will be less to provide information and more to allow each person’s true nature to come forth.


The WEI is designed to be conducted by people like you who are called to create cultural alternatives that have sustainable living at their core. Why? The world will likely change significantly in the twenty-first century, in ways we cannot foresee. Many old forms and structures will exit this world. They will die as naturally, but probably not as gracefully, as leaves fall from the trees in autumn. A cultural vacuum will be created, and a viable, comprehensive, and heart-centered understanding of reality—embodied by the new cultural forms—will be needed to fill this vacuum.


Beneath all the competing viewpoints that may arise, people will have common concerns: How can we live in a healthy and functional way? How can we live freely, breathing clean air and drinking clean water? How can our children grow up to realize their potential in a loving environment, on land that can sustain them as long as the sun shines?


In order to ensure the positive resolution of these concerns, true leadership is necessary. Contrary to the popular but superficial notion that leadership is, by nature, somehow arrogant and authoritarian—a reputation that it has acquired because it has been abused—the view presented here is that leadership is a natural and beneficial human characteristic.


Manitonquat (also known as Medicine Story), an elder of the Wampanoag nation of the eastern shores of Massachusetts, says that good leaders “are like a walking stick. They don’t dictate, but help the people get where they want to go.”1


Leadership can help you grow in ways you may never have thought possible. In your role as a WEI guide, you may feel your power—deep within yourself, not over others—in new and exciting ways. This is likely to happen as you help the participants deepen their connection with the ecstatic nature of life; you will feel good that you made a difference in their lives.


Of course, leadership can also feel scary. Leaders may be perceived as parental or other authority figures and not as equals. You could be verbally attacked for not meeting the partic-ipants’ expectations or for guiding them to emotional territory where they feel insecure and uncomfortable. Or, more likely, your own fear may arise in the face of your internal challenges. “Am I up to this task? Can I remain present when someone is feeling deep emotion? Is it OK for me to be visible and powerful? What if I let others down?” These are but a few of the questions that may surface before, during, and after a WEI. It is important to remember that feelings of inadequacy and doubt are part of your humanness. When you accept these feelings, you become even more effective and “real.”


Keep in mind that a participant’s personal experience—whatever it may be—is not a valid judgment, positive or negative, on your natural goodness. Get your ego out of the way as best you can. You can’t possibly “make it all better” for someone who is feeling down, nor can you claim direct responsibility for someone feeling joy or elation. Your main job is to serve the Earth by showing up and helping out! Recognizing this will lessen your fear and build humility.


Here are a few useful ways that you, as a facilitator, can nurture the growth and flourishing of others:




[image: ] Look for the best in everyone.


[image: ] Demonstrate open-mindedness and open-heartedness.


[image: ] Notice how each person has a unique contribution to make, how each holds a “piece of the puzzle.” Inclusion is a primary principle of effective group process.


[image: ] Think about each individual, but also keep a pulse on the entire group.


[image: ] Remain flexible; be willing to change an activity if you sense it would serve the group better to do so.


[image: ] Let go of any expectations that people will react a certain way to a process, or even that they will enjoy it.


[image: ] Encourage and validate authentic expression of feelings, even if someone expresses anger or sadness when others are happy.


[image: ] Don’t isolate yourself in a role of ongoing solo leadership. Find two or three assistants, preferably of a different gender than you, who are eager to eventually assume full leadership after they have been mentored by you for some time. Co-leadership is also possible.


[image: ] Forgive yourself when you make “mistakes.” They are part of the learning process.


[image: ] Respect people’s defenses and resistance.


[image: ] Do your own inner work. This is a crucial and ongoing process that allows you to be as open, honest, and in touch with your feelings as you want others to be.





During a WEI, you can remind yourself of the fundamentals of good leadership with the following cue. Look at one hand, and let each finger represent one of these leadership qualities: (1) the courage to journey with the group into the unknown; (2) the ability to act and speak from the heart; (3) the willingness to learn from the group and the Earth; (4) the readiness to take risks; and (5) the skill of allowing the group to integrate highlights and important “teachings.”


This last point, concerning integration, includes recognizing the importance of allowing sufficient time to reinforce and evaluate what has been learned. Rushing on to the next activity can diminish the power of what has come before.


While leading the group, you may come across expressions of sexism, classism, racism, homophobia, and speciesism (human chauvinism), even if veiled. These are major impediments to healthy human development and are the direct consequences of the illusion of separation. Molded by habit and society, they are results of the wounds and trauma we have all experienced.


As leaders, we are actively engaged in transforming these narrow and destructive ways of looking at the world. Those mindsets can sometimes seem intractable, yet each time we contradict them by gently but firmly insisting on the truth, we get closer to the kind of world we all want to live in, just as water passing over a stone again and again will eventually polish it to a beautiful sheen. To be crystal clear, men are not better than women; white people are not better than black, yellow, and red people; people with more money are not better than people with less money; straight people are not better than gay people; and humans are not better than the rest of creation.


By working to change this deep conditioning wherever we encounter it, whether in ourselves or in others, we are performing an invaluable service. But beware—this type of conditioning is pernicious as well as tenacious. Creating a new culture requires patience, so don’t beat yourself up when you don’t see permanent changes right away. Most of us involved in this type of work are healing from PITSD, post-industrial traumatic stress disorder. As this healing takes place, be prepared to see remarkable breakthroughs!


As you design your own WEI, keep in mind that the framework outlined in this book can be adapted to suit a variety of venues and circumstances. However, adhering to the general sequence and the content of the majority of activities is likely to have the maximum impact. Other practices can be substituted for some of those described in this book, but they should directly relate to the essential themes discussed here (ceremony, nature immersion, play, etc.). These themes are the glue that bonds the participants of a WEI because, together, they draw out of each individual deeply felt states of well-being such as:




[image: ] Gratitude


[image: ] Connection to Earth, Spirit, and one another


[image: ] Empowerment


[image: ] Joy and humor


[image: ] Meaning


[image: ] Healing





When you see these wholesome states emerge, in part because you guided well, you will be filled with a deep sense of satisfaction. You will know with assurance that humans can create wonders when they are “swimming” in their place of origin: the ocean of nature and Spirit. You will feel good knowing that you stepped aside from any need for self-aggrandizement and allowed the larger intelligence of the universe to flow through you.


And don’t forget humor. People have to laugh and not take things too seriously. As a facilitator, you will always be looking for opportunities to balance out the depth of emotional and spiritual exploration by lightening the mood.


Finally, this book is a map, not the territory. Experiment with it. Make it work for you. Each of you has your own gifts and talents. Each has different passions that bring you to this transformative work. As you use this framework, know that it has led many through remarkable journeys. Through your own guidance from Spirit, it will become your own unique version—and your unique gift to yourself and others.










Chapter 4
A Spiritual Permaculture




Who will prefer the jingle of jade pendants if he once has heard stone growing in a cliff?


—Tao Te Ching





Permaculturists have devised ingenious methods for physically sustaining human presence on the land. There are countless examples of their approaches: water catchment in dry climates, edible forest gardening, construction of zero energy dwellings that mimic their natural surroundings, cultivation of traditional vegetables even in the coldest winter, and much more. However, Dave Jacke, a well-known permaculture expert in the United States and author of the landmark book Edible Forest Gardens, wants to take it a step further. He described to me his understanding that “a harmonious cosmology is at the center of sound permaculture design.”1 Jacke realizes, as do many others, that a time-tested worldview is central to the long-term success or failure of human settlements. And the design of those settlements is a product of a worldview or cosmology that either is or is not informed by the intelligence embedded in nature.


This book is devoted to developing human cultures that are guided by that intelligence. Its basis could be called spiritual permaculture. Spiritual, in this context, signifies access to that mysterious, invisible, intelligent energy permeating existence. Permaculture is the science, ethics, and practice of humans living cooperatively with nature, as nature. A growing number of people are realizing these terms are two sides of the same coin.


The mindset so characteristic of industrial culture—that the Earth’s riches are at our disposal—is causing tremendous ecological destruction. All we have to do is look around to see that such a mindset is tragically flawed. It views the Earth as composed of “stuff” that has little value until we humans do something with it, and it holds that there is nothing wrong with using up or dramatically modifying that stuff. It assumes we can continue to grow indefinitely—in population size, in land usage, in resource extraction, and in our consumption-based economies—and pay no consequences.


The Illusion of Separation


Inextricably tied to that mindset is a deeper flaw in our perception. It is the illusion of separation, which is deeply engraved within the human psyche. What does that mean? It means that the rock-bottom, core sense of self that most humans carry (with differing degrees of intensity) is one that is fundamentally isolated from the rest of nature. But our perception of ourselves as separate is not based on reality. Albert Einstein called it an “optical delusion of consciousness.”2 Alan Watts called it the “skin-encapsulated ego.”3 Charles Eisenstein, whose book The Ascent of Humanity is about the evolution of the human sense of self, refers to the past five-thousand years, culminating in the twentieth century, as the “Age of Separation.”4 It’s the air we breathe but rarely notice.


This basic error in our perceptual lens—our operating system, if you will, from which our creations emanate—leads to a culture that is at war with the Earth that sustains it. Each of us, gripped by a gnawing fear that we are separate and alone, acts in ways that are making our living womb, the Earth, a tomb. The mixture of overpopulation, a blind allegiance to technology, and an attitude of “economic necessity” that puts the Earth’s ecosystems on the chopping block for financial gain is a lethal cocktail for our planet.


At first glance, the cause may seem too obscure, too theoretical, to be at the root of so much suffering and destruction. Yet on closer examination, it makes so much sense. Eckhart Tolle puts it this way: “The dysfunction of the egoic human mind, recognized already 2,500 years ago by the ancient wisdom teachers and now magnified by science and technology, is for the first time threatening the survival of the planet.”5


By planet, Tolle means all the complex ecosystems that have evolved over time—and these include us. How much of this will survive if we do not wake up to another way of being, based on who we truly are: one of the Earth’s many organisms living in one interdependent system?


Fortunately, many people are indeed waking up. They are seeing through the illusion of a separate self and becoming more conscious of connectedness rather than isolation. In so doing, they are addressing the problem’s roots and therefore creating the possibility of a lasting solution. They are birthing a collective shift toward a transformed relationship with nature, which includes the rest of humanity.


One of the aims of this book is to motivate more people to be part of such a shift, and to do so in a spirit of joy and gratitude. And although a shift in consciousness is foundational to lasting solutions, I believe it is very important that we do not expect a specific outcome, that we not get attached to the future fruits of our actions. Why? Paying more attention to the ends rather than the means is a waste of energy and, ultimately, is self-defeating. No one truly knows how things will play out on planet Earth, and yet whatever good we create today can positively affect the world of tomorrow.


Simply put, we need a powerful, compelling, enjoyable way of being alive and fulfilled in the moment, in connection with nature and each other. And when we remember that balance and fulfillment come with connection with nature, we will make choices that nourish that connection. We will share that perspective and pass it on to future generations. Out of necessity, we will come to know our ecological self—a part of the living Earth.


A Bridge to the Ecological Self: The Wild 
Earth Intensive


The Wild Earth Intensive (WEI) is a training ground for relearning our deep connection to the natural world in an atmosphere of healthy human relationships. One of the foundational beliefs that led to the creation of the WEI is that humanity’s destructive behavior—born from a belief in a separate self—is a psycho-spiritual illness in need of healing. And that healing will only arise in an atmosphere of compassion, drawing on forms of medicine that truly heal the psyche as well as the body. One of the most exciting things about being alive at this time is that there is so much medicine available!


The WEI directly explores a variety of potent medicines, such as meditation, ceremony, nature immersion, deep listening, and play, which together, I believe, have cultural curing ability. They are a healing amalgam that removes or overrides—even if temporarily—the old mental structures that hold in place our deeply ingrained sense of isolation. Those old structures can be likened to the legs of a multi-legged stool, with the seat being our core perception of separateness from nature and each other. During an Intensive, one of our goals is to skillfully remove each of the stool’s legs in order to topple it, and then to reseat ourselves on a cushion of gratitude, focusing on the miracle of our existence and unity with all of creation. By removing the illusion of separation, we reconnect with who we are.


The old mental structures just mentioned are constellations of thoughts—core beliefs—that have been taught to us systematically by authority figures over countless generations. They are servants of the separate self. Some examples of those core beliefs include: “The universe is not a friendly place”; “There is not enough to go around”; “Life is a struggle”; “I am bad.” These convictions may be held in the subconscious, and may rarely be acknowledged as foundational beliefs that influence our whole way of being. When they are unchallenged, we live with an impoverished view of reality. On an emotional level, they result in, at best, our not feeling good, and, at worst, our experiencing psychoses.


The good news is that we can become aware of and transcend these old, unworkable mental constructs. The WEI is designed especially to nurture this awareness in a supportive way. During an Intensive, we begin to experience many “Aha!” moments, in which a way of life that is both very old and yet very new starts to permeate our being. Of course, our ego* tends to put up a fight, and we don’t always feel on top of the world during the process, but we sense we are on the right track.


A WEI incorporates seven principles that make it a rich and often transformational experience. Those principles are:




[image: ] There is power in remembering ancestral wisdom.


[image: ] We can dream a new world into being.


[image: ] We are a tribal species.


[image: ] The Earth is alive and full of meaning.


[image: ] Humans naturally live in abundance.


[image: ] Women and men are partners in a common destiny.


[image: ] Ancient wisdom is mirrored by twenty-first century science.





The principles discussed below, when applied together, are like a vital community of plants in a permaculture garden. Each plant enriches and nourishes the others, so that we have a healing and thriving community of people in a healthy, dynamic ecosystem.


There Is Power in Remembering Ancestral Wisdom


The Age of Separation could also be called the Age of Forgetting. Modern humans have severe amnesia; we have forgotten who we are in relation to everything else. Martin Prechtel, the maverick cultural historian and artist, calls it “the amnesia of modernity”6 and says our task is a “Holy Remembrance [which has been] forced to survive homeless under bridges.”7


In truth, each one of us is vertically connected to everything through the present moment, and horizontally connected through time to all of our ancestors (and descendants). And what a lineage that is! Not only are we a pedigree in the world of mammals but our nonhuman ancestors go back to the first blue-green algae appearing on Earth 2.5 billion years ago. Moreover, only abstract thinking makes a distinction between animate and inanimate forms. In the words of John Seed, deep ecologist and rainforest defender, “We are the rocks dancing.”8 The late Carl Sagan, author and highly successful popularizer of astronomy in the 1960s and 1970s, goes even further back in time and reminds us that “we are star stuff.”9 The rocks, and our bodies, are literally made from the stars. Nearly every atom from which we are made was once inside our star, the sun, which was, itself, synthesized from the interstellar medium of past stars. Fortunately, there have been cultures that understood this not as an exciting intellectual truth, but as a deeply felt experience—an all encompassing reality, which the Lakota Indians express in the phrase Mitakuye Oyasin, or “All My Relations.”


That is why a big part of forging a sustainable culture requires that we go back, to go forward. Why not rediscover what was at the core of successful cultures for many thousands of years and retrieve it for our time?


David Kyle, who has written extensively on this subject, says:




We must go back to reclaim a fundamental connection that we as modern individuals have lost. This means going back to Paleolithic times. In those ancient times, some 15,000 years ago, our ancestors were physically and intellectually like us today, but they were still deeply connected with the Sacred Other as it was mediated through nature. Paleolithic human experience still exists today on planet Earth in some indigenous, native, and aboriginal peoples. I am not urging that we “go native” but rather that we listen to, learn from, and understand the messages and teachings native peoples are willing to give to us.10





This view stands in stark contrast to the European academic tradition, where it was taught well into the twentieth century that ancient indigenous peoples were quaint savages who lived primitive, brutish lives. But just as we are composed of star stuff that has miraculously transformed into the “rocks dancing,” we are also these very ancient people. They are our ancestors. Without them, we would not exist. We are all indigenous to some land if we go back far enough.


Our task, then, is to remember and reclaim our indigenous souls and learn to truly live in balance with the land once again, yet in a new and creative way. In doing so, we will remember we are good to the core, in the same way plants, animals, clouds, and stars are good to the core. This is not just a philosophical concept but a felt experience of the well-being of the universe, no matter how difficult the worldly circumstances we encounter. We can also remember that the lasting joy of life is not found in acquisition or in achievement but in relationship with others, human and nonhuman.


Whenever I have witnessed this remembering firsthand, I have been incredibly moved, whether it happened on an Indian reservation, in the wilds of Siberia, or in a WEI. Often, as if by grace, the remembering spontaneously manifested in the form of a long-forgotten song, chant, dance, or dream—the old medicine ways revealing themselves in new conditions. They are the healing waters from the past re-emerging into the present.
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