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  The message of this book is a wise one, and I have no doubt that the world would be a much better place if only we could bring ourselves to heed it. From the Foreword by Dr Iain McGilchrist , author of The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World


  Humanity is set for a time of fundamental change. Our relationship with the environment is spiritless and broken. But we have also lost sight of the spiritual essence in our communities, our economy, in medicine and our creativity, even in our faiths. With its wealth of wisdom this wonderful book explores how we have arrived at where we are and what all of those who call themselves ' religious' or are otherwise ‘of good faith’ need to do to heal this wounded world. The Revd. Peter Owen-Jones , author of Letters from an Extreme Pilgrim and presenter of the BBC TV programmes Around the World in 80 Faiths and How to Live a Simple Life .


  This is a passionate call to all of us. It clearly reminds us how we all have responsibility for healing our fractured society and building a better world. It is both inspiring and reassuring in its wise message. William Bloom , author of The Endorphin Effect: A Breakthrough Strategy for Holistic Health and Spiritual Wellbeing and Soulution, The Holistic Manifesto .


  In this book Eleanor Stoneham points to the central role of spirituality in healing the human condition in our troubled times. Nothing is more important if we are to have hope for a dignified future, come what may in the come-to-pass. Alastair McIntosh , scholar, activist, Visiting Professor of Human Ecology at the University of Strathclyde, author of Soil and Sou l and Hell and High Water .


  Interweaving environmental and social history with the roots of medicine, Dr Stoneham presents a provocative and refreshing kaleidoscope of possibilities. She shows how the spiritual, emotional and physical aspects of our humanity can find a new creative synthesis. Her clear visionary prose sings to the reader, inviting us on a journey of discovery through both the darkest corners of our psyche, and the most sublime hope that can emerge from bodies resonating with nature and spirit. She paints an inspiring picture of a possible future in which the soul takes its rightful place at the core of healing. Dawson Church PhD , author of The Genie in Your Genes

  From many wisdom traditions, a key teaching is that our wounds make us whole. This paradoxical lesson has almost been forgotten in our age, in which the emphasis is on manipulation, power, control, and perfection. In this book Eleanor Stoneham shows that our hopes and plans for survival may depend on re-learning the lesson of the Wounded Healer, in which woundedness leads to the wisdom and humility that are required in meeting the challenges we face as individuals, as a species, and as a planet. Larry Dossey MD , author of Healing Words and The Power of Premonitions.

  Passionate and fiercely intelligent, (this book) is a wake-up call for us all to engage actively, courageously and responsibly in the healing of our fractured world. Again and again, the author spells out her vital, central message - that it is our own behavior as individuals, not the intervention of governments, which will provide that healing (and she) charts a clear path … showing how we can all be part of a great global healing in this new era of consciousness. Barry Cottrell , artist, engraver, author of The Way Beyond the Shaman: Birthing a New Earth Consciousness


  We have entered into a new era of transformation, perhaps the most significant one in the history of humanity…This lovely book puts us in touch with healing principles of spirituality and compassion throughout our lives, so that we may all become catalysts for social change...with all of our hearts and minds and souls... Paul H. Ray, Ph.D ., anthropologist and sociologist, co-author of The Cultural Creatives - How 50 Million People are changing the World


  I can endorse your book wholeheartedly. The concept of the Wounded Healer resonates very much with me as an outsider/insider in European culture. Our world needs healing and that process has now begun; but the ultimate 'inconvenient truth' is that the outer environment reflects the inner. There must be change in the mindset - if we hope to bring about change we must first change within, heal ourselves; and this holds true for the individual as well as for society. The late Cy Grant , author of Blackness and the Dreaming Soul .



  Preface

  The idea for this book was conceived while on holiday in Turkey in 2004.

  I was in the middle of a long process of healing following a devastating mental breakdown and burnout that for a while had turned my life upside down. I was receiving excellent professional help for mind, body, soul and spirit, and to supplement this healing I had turned to the contemplative books by the Roman Catholic priest Henri Nouwen, including his short bestselling gem, The Wounded Healer. 1 These books became valuable and reliable sources of comfort and support in my pain.

  So I was lying by the swimming pool at that Turkish villa reading Michael Ford’s The Wounded Prophet: A Portrait of Henri J.M.Nouwen. 2

  As I thought more about what I was reading it seemed to me that the compassion and vulnerability of the Wounded Healer could have a significance for healing our dangerously fractured world far beyond the realms of the pastoral and medical professions, where it is primarily researched and understood as a means of healing and where most of the literature is to be found. Where else, I mused, can we find the Wounded Healer in our lives? How, I thought, could we hope to heal this world when so many of us have our own unhealed spiritual and mental wounds, and so much of our destructive behavior is because of those wounds; when for so many of us it is not regarded as appropriate in our working lives to show too much compassion, let alone vulnerability.

  But I had not realized the enormity of the project I had started as my researches took me deeper and wider into so very many other fields. Meanwhile the wounds of the world become ever more serious and the healing needs more urgent.

  Thus followed five years of painful gestation, involving much research, and numerous abandoned drafts along the way, before the version that you now hold was finally born!

  In this book I address all those who over the years have bemoaned the state of the world and asked ‘But what can I do?’

  Any bias towards Anglican Christianity is simply a reflection of my own faith but the book is written for all those who are ‘of good faith,’ 3 those of any faith or none who have the honesty of intention to work alone or together to help heal the world.

  Because never have spirituality and faith and the ancient wisdoms of all the great religions been more relevant than in today’s fractured world and we need to appreciate these in a spirit of mutual respect and understanding. More than that, I believe there is an urgent need to integrate ancient spiritual wisdom and philosophy with modern scientific endeavors and rediscover the spiritual in all our material experiences. This is our responsibility and we have no choice if we are to halt the destruction all around us. This is a matter of faith for many and an obligation for all humankind.

  I am grateful to many people who have helped me in so many ways along this journey.

  Peter Challen, my spiritual director, has been a constant source of support, inspiration and information from the very beginning, pointing me in the direction of plenty of useful resources. He also reviewed the chapter on The Hope of a Healed Economy, and from his expertise and experience in that area made helpful comments and amendments.

  Dr Iain McGilchrist, Consultant Psychiatrist, and the Reverend Canon Precentor Neil Thompson between them guided and supported me through some of the darkest years of my adult life. Iain also made valuable comments on the two chapters on soul medicine and I am enormously grateful to him for writing the Foreword. Neil unwittingly and unknowingly gave me plenty of inspiration from his sermons and homilies!

  Barry Cottrell recommended O Books to me and gave me much encouragement along the path to publication.

  My many friends were such a source of strength when I wavered and needed moral support. I also have cause to be thankful for those friends and colleagues who willingly stood in for me on my church duties, and my long suffering family who put up with me being away from them so often, so that I could find time for writing far away from the distractions of home and garden.

  Finally of course I am grateful to O Books, to John Hunt and Trevor Greenfield who believed in my book sufficiently to agree to publish it, and to those others who have endorsed my work.

  I thank them all.

  And needless to say I take full responsibility for any faults and errors that remain, which are mine alone.


  
    Eleanor Stoneham

    January 2010

  

  
    eleanorstoneham@hotmail.com

    www.eleanorstoneham.com
  


  Foreword

  We live in an age whose rhetoric is that of power. Only by becoming stronger, more powerful, than the next person can we come to have any influence. Into this unseemly foraging for whatever one can get for oneself, some voices have continued to insist, not only that this may be the fastest way to destroy ourselves and the planet given into our care, but that this misses the fact that there is no great achievement without accepting vulnerability. Our apparent weaknesses may be in turn a source of strength, if only we can change the way we look at our relationships with one another. The wounded make the best healers, in medicine, in life.

  The reality is that we are all vulnerable, and what differentiates us is only the degree to which we are aware of it. The price of unawareness can be high: we can wreak havoc through the need to avenge our wounds on the world we share – a world whose strengths and beauties are also inextricably bound up with its vulnerability.

  A good book speaks with an individual voice: this is a very personal book. I have known Eleanor Stoneham for 10 years now, and in that time I have seen ample demonstration that through confronting one’s vulnerability great strengths may emerge.

  It would be easy to find reasons to disattend to what she is saying. Some of it is not very comfortable. As Viktor Frankl said, ‘Being human means being conscious and being responsible.’ Eleanor makes sure you are conscious, and holds you responsible. She points to the fact that it is no good subscribing to high sentiments if you do not put your money – sometimes literally your money (she is after all a highly qualified accountant) – where your mouth is. There is much to be said for what Gary Snyder calls ‘the tiresome but tangible work’ of local politics. We can all make a difference. Throwing one’s hands up in despair is cheap, but it yet may kill us all. We have to continue to hope, even when the odds are against us.

  This is the message of the book that you are about to read. Its message is a wise one, and I have no doubt that the world would be a much better place if only we could bring ourselves to heed it. But it also gives encouragement and practical suggestions that can help us along the arduous road towards healing and wholeness.

  The word ‘health’ implies the need for being made whole – thus not a state from which we decline, but towards which we tend. Through awareness of that need for healing we may achieve for ourselves, and for the world of which we are guardians, a wholeness which through our fantasies of power we risk losing forever.

  
    Iain McGilchrist

  

  
    January 2010

  


  Introduction

  
    I used to believe that we must choose between science and reason on the one hand, and spirituality on the other, as foundations for living our lives. Now I consider this a false choice…we can recover the sense of sacredness…not just in science, but in every area of life. Larry Dossey, Reinventing Medicine 1

  

  This is a book about human behavior and our spiritual hunger, and a fractured world in urgent need of healing.

  It is a book that urges us all to take responsibility for this world before it is too late. More than that, it is a guidebook that shows us how we can between us build a more spiritual, peaceful and happier life for us all. And it is a book for all those who are 'of good faith' 2.

  Most of all it is a book of hope: because I believe that our world is at the dawning of a new earth consciousness, a new deep spirituality that will enable us to build this better world for all time if we only allow it to happen. Generations to come may look back and marvel at how it took so long for us to see such obvious need for healing change.

  We live at such a worrying and critical time in the history of our planet. One adult in seven is reluctant to have children, fearing for their future because of world issues such as terrorism and climate change. One in four adults apparently puts off making any plans at all for the future for the same reasons. 3

  Man’s place in nature is unique. He is not only conscious of his own evolution, but he can shape his evolutionary future by how he behaves. And we behave badly! We commit acts of violence against each other and against ourselves, of a physical and brutal nature or in more subtle ways, such as verbal abuse and childhood bullying. There is aggression and violence in our homes, on our streets, and between communities and nations. It has been said: ‘intimate violence and international violence are as tightly bound together as the fingers of a clenched fist.’ 4 Wecommit acts of violence against the environment, manifested in pollution, soil erosion, species extinctions and perhaps in some of the effects of climate change we are now experiencing. We are all guilty of thoughtless and selfish patterns of behavior that can so often directly or indirectly contribute to the suffering of others.

  The real problem is that on its own no amount of any rule and regulation, law or leadership, will change the way we behave. Rather than having regulation thrust upon us, we need to understand why we behave as we do. And that means tracing our behavior back to the healing needs of our own wounds. This does not mean our physical wounds, but the wounds we have inherited and those from our own suffering, from the way we react to personal experiences that life has thrown at us: our insecurities and fears, our feelings of hopelessness and despair, that can be reflected in greed and envy, in over-consumption, violence and addictions to work or harmful substances. Our unhealed wounds are potentially dangerous not only for our own personal wellbeing but for the future of the world.

  We are in grave danger of being driven by our present behavior to spiritual bankruptcy and physical destruction. Action is urgent. To find healing and wholeness we need to reconnect with our roots, with our souls, rediscovering our spirituality and our faith, and healing those wounds. And once we have found healing for our wounds, we may even discover that we are uniquely equipped to understand the wounds of others, to walk alongside them and assist them in their own healing process. We will feel a profound and healing compassion towards all sentient beings. This is what it means to be a Wounded Healer. And this is our future.

  This book has a mission: to explore these healing principles in our places of work and leisure, in our families and communities. It considers how we can infuse our lives and the lives of those around us with a rediscovered spirituality, born out of our own healing. Only then will we be able to build a better planet to leave for future generations to enjoy.

  We will be more in tune with our own souls, more in harmony with the spiritual beauty of the natural world around us. We will experience a sense of greater fulfillment alongside the attainment of a real and lasting happiness and peace in our lives. And through our healing we will find our own spiritual wealth.

  What qualifications do I have to write of these things? I am a scientist, a postgraduate plant physiologist and ecologist, but also a retired Chartered Accountant, Investment and Tax Adviser, not to mention amateur theologian and parish verger in the Anglican Church. In this book I use this somewhat unusually varied but certainly eclectic experience and knowledge to write from my heart in response to all who have a concern for the future of our world, who want to know what they can do. Here you will find plenty of ideas to explore and pursue. It is my urgent and passionate plea for all of us to sit up, take notice, and take action, individually and collectively. We must, for the sake of the future of our children, grandchildren and beyond. It is an appeal to us all to understand the vital part that we can play if we will only find our spirituality and our soul again, and emulate the compassion and vulnerability of the Wounded Healer. I will explore how taking individual responsibility in our lives can give us all the hope that our fractured world may be healed.

  I have organized the book around an exploration of different life experiences that are of relevance to us all. I expose the wounds and look for the healing needs, opportunities and solutions that are to be found throughout our everyday and varied lives, within the context of the Wounded Healer certainly, but while also recognizing its place within a broader spiritual remit, seeking and finding the spirit in all matter, informing the material experience with a spiritual element.

  There are many resources throughout the book that the reader can tap into for inspiration and action. There are detailed endnotes for each chapter and a final list of references, including websites, which have been used as sources of information.

  The chapters all overflow into a final Appendix. This tells the story of how I was influenced and inspired to write this book, my own Journey of Hope. It then brings in a few more ideas and fills in a few details on others, and leaves us all fully equipped to start our own mission to heal this fractured world.

  Perhaps you are skeptical that humankind is in any way responsible for global warming and climate change. Many still are in spite of increasing supportive evidence from respected sources. But we have wounded the earth in many other ways, driving species to extinction, polluting our land with harmful chemicals. Chapter 1 takes a look at the deep wounds we have inflicted on the creation that is planet earth and the increasingly urgent need for sustainability in our lives. Man’s violence against the environment is traced from Rachel Carson’s early and widely ignored warnings in her book Silent Spring to our current concerns about the effects of global warming, just 50 years of enormous and profound change. How long do we have? What can we do? This chapter looks for some answers. Whether the reader believes or not that Creation is the work of God, we can all still learn from the ancient wisdom of the world’s different faiths and in particular the various beliefs they hold. The chapter therefore concludes by looking at a few of the many initiatives being taken by these faiths for the preservation of our natural world.

  Chapter 2 explains the wisdom of the Wounded Healer and the origins of the concept in the Greek myth of Chiron the physician and the earliest indigenous shamans, or medicine men. This chapter reminds us why our need to heal is so urgent. It deplores the current obsession with legislation put before healing human behavior. It relates our behavior to our wounds of nature and nurture. It explains the phenomenon of psychic numbing or desensitization, and the links between insecurity, fear and aggression. Starting from an unhealed position where we allow our wounds to crush us, the chapter considers the healing power of love and the ancient philosophy of Yoga. It goes on to explain various ways in which we can all find healing. It describes seven stages to becoming a true Wounded Healer, and the behavioral dangers of becoming stuck somewhere along that path of healing. Beware, the chapter concludes, the demons of ignorance, information overload and futility. We need rather to look for hope to see us through this world crisis and this leads us into the next chapter, on the Hope of Faith.

  Pastoral and faith related ministry has a significant healing role to play in the world but our healing needs transcend all boundaries of faith and creed. In spite of Nietzsche’s warnings, God is not dead. Not only that, but we can find hope all around us in a new era of spiritual awakening and consciousness. Faiths are divided not by their differing beliefs, but by the values of the religious totalitarians against the values of the religious pluralists. It is now more important than ever before that we reach our children and our youth to prevent them being cynically exploited for political and fundamentalist purposes. Chapter 3 explains how the Wounded Healer can play a part in pastoral ministry for social change and again finds much to celebrate in the initiatives of the many faith organizations that are working towards a healing of our world. The Chapter ends with signs of hope that are visible around us.

  But while faith gives us hope, it cannot absolve us from personal responsibility. That is what chapter 4 is about. Here I begin by looking at the lessons that we can all learn from the abolition of the slave trade. What drove those abolitionists? We need to rediscover their spiritual hunger for justice. We need to understand again that the ill treatment of any of our fellow beings is an affront to our own dignity. John Donne wrote, ‘No man is an island.’ Martin Luther King called for compassion within the brotherhood of man. Such well-known writers in the last century as Carl Jung and Aldous Huxley, Carl Rogers and Scott Peck, recognized the social importance of spiritual healing. Instead we now have the egoistic selfishness of the ‘Me Millennium’ and much of the self-help industry. The chapter concludes by exploring our individual and collective responsibilities to be catalysts for social change and the dangers where we cannot see the direct effect of our own actions. And where better to start our own initiatives than within our communities, which are the foundation of a just and healthy society.

  If you are complacent that you live in a sound community with all the benefits that this may bring, Chapter 5 may make you think again. If on the other hand you have an uneasy feeling that you do not really belong in any community, then this chapter offers some ideas. Real community is vital for our happiness, health and wellbeing and for our very future. This chapter therefore shows how we can recognize and build real community around us, locally, nationally and globally, and how we must beware of the dangers of false community. But there is much more than that. Were our childhoods as idyllic as we remember them? If so what is going wrong? We are failing our children and we need to be more responsible for them collectively in our communities. Different ideas of holistic education are described, along with the recognition of shamanic influences, the vulnerability of the Wounded Healer, within all genuine community. What are people doing and what can we do to help community. The chapter includes plenty of stories of community building happening around us.

  ‘When the last tree is cut, the last river poisoned, and the last fish dead, we will discover that we can’t eat money...’ 5 reads the Greenpeace banner. Aldous Huxley’s utopian island of Pala was doomed by financial greed. The subject of money is dear to all our hearts. That is our problem! Chapter 6 explains some of the fundamental flaws in our economy and why many believe these to be at the heart of serious global injustices that result in unrest, envy, violence and war. And our own flawed behavior just makes the situation worse. I hope to show you the relevance today of ancient and biblical wisdoms where money is concerned and why I support the belief that we need to build a ‘Living Economy’: a social and economic system that is sustainable, equitable and cooperative. Money is the most emotive of issues and this chapter seriously challenges our ways of thinking while hopefully encouraging us to make changes in our own financial lives.

  A healed economy is also an essential prerequisite for a just and affordable healthcare system for all. But a healthcare system needs more than money. Many doctors agree that the practice of medicine is better if it is supported by spiritual values, and I hope to show why in the next two chapters, which look at healthcare in some detail. ‘To be a good doctor you have to be a compassionate chameleon, a shape shifter, a shaman,’ wrote Cecil Helman. 6 First in Chapter 7 I trace the demise of the holistic medical approach to mind and body and spirit and the seeming reluctance of the profession to bring the soul back into mainstream practice. Many have tried and still campaign for this fundamental change in the mindset of health professionals. The ability of the profession to reach the psychological and spiritual roots and the real healing needs of patients could have profound implications for the holistic wellbeing of individuals, communities, and ultimately our planet earth. Chapter 8 then offers much hope that soul medicine is making a comeback. And fundamental to soul medicine is the healing power of creativity. The book therefore ends as it began, with creation. This time it is our own creativity that comes under the microscope in Chapter 9.

  We are all creative in our lives, whether we write or dance, make music or pottery, garden or cook, paint or doodle. We are always making something. The creative process can inspire and heal or it can corrupt, disturb or destroy. Healing and creativity are different sides of the same picture. This final chapter therefore considers the shamanic origins of art and the place of the Wounded Healer in our creativity. I find healing stories to tell among the great composers, painters and writers. But it is our own creativity that has far reaching social significance and we all have responsibilities to use our wounds and our talents through that creativity for good, not evil.

  So whether in communities, or our economy, in our treatment of our planet earth, in pastoral and medical care or in our own creative endeavors, we can all make a difference by understanding and attending to our own wounds. We can discover the spiritual that informs all these experiences, we can even become Wounded Healers ourselves. We can open our hearts and minds and make our own individual contributions to the healing of our desperately fractured world.

  John Bartlett wrote in prefacing his own famous Bartlett’s Quotations: ‘I have gathered a posie of other men’s flowers, and nothing but the thread that binds them is mine own.’

  That is not quite true of my book. I have certainly looked for inspiration to the writings and speeches of many influential persons both past and present. But the points of view and observations that bring their words all together into a coherent whole are mine, and they are very much more than simply the ‘thread that binds.’

  You may find some of what follows controversial. There is no one correct answer to how we solve the world’s problems. You may be made to feel uncomfortable by what you read. But few would disagree that the world is in a mess, and at least we should all be pulling together and in the same direction to heal it!

  If this book can make its own contribution in some way to the efforts of so many for a more sustainable and peaceful planet, a planet which we can be proud and not ashamed to leave to our descendants, my work will not have been in vain.

  Robert Kennedy made a speech in Cape Town on 7 June 1966 :


  
    Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.

  

  It is my fervent hope that many will read this book, be inspired by it, tell other people about it, and use it for discussion in their book club, their faith group, such as a church lent group, or in another equally serious discussion forum. It is also my hope that you the reader will choose and pursue at least one action that appeals, that contributes to healing this fractured and increasingly dangerous world, so that each such deed, however small, will start its own ‘ripple of hope’ for a future that we may not see but that surely we would wish for those who will come after us.

  As Mahatma Gandhi is so often quoted, ‘You must be the change you wish to see in the world.’

  I trust that we are not too late.

  Dorset 2009


  
    Chapter 1

    Sustainable Planet – Healed Planet

  

  A staggering 182 million people in sub-Saharan Africa alone could die of disease directly attributable to climate change by the end of the century. Many millions more throughout the world face death and devastation, due to climate-induced floods, famine, drought and conflict.

  Christian Aid Report 2006, The Climate of Poverty: Facts, Fears and Hope 1

  ‘For example, how early do you start your science teaching?’

  ‘We start it at the same time we start multiplication and division.

  First lessons in ecology.’

  ‘Ecology? Isn’t that a bit complicated?’

  ‘That’s precisely the reason why we begin with it. Never give children a chance of imagining that anything exists in isolation. Make it plain from the very first that all living is relationship. Show them relationships in the woods, in the fields, in the ponds and streams, in the village and the country around it. Rub it in.’

  ‘And let me add,’ said the Principal, ‘that we always teach the science of relationship in conjunction with the ethics of relationship. Balance, give and take, no excesses - it’s the rule of nature and, translated out of fact into morality, it ought to be the rule among people.’

  Aldous Huxley, Island 2 God’s natural world can be so healing in its beauty, its peace, even in its ruggedness and wildness.

  When I am tucked away in my remote hideaway where I do much of my writing, the one constant that gives me inspiration, serenity, and a profound sense of wellbeing is the landscape, and the wilder this is, the more healing it seems to become. Gales that whine around my little attic room, or whip the waves into a frenzy as they crash onto the rocks below during a storm, torrential rain that blots out the landscape: these can have a particularly soothing quality about them, a spirituality that is hard to describe. It is something that must be experienced. I have known such extreme conditions lift me out of a serious bout of depression when nothing else could! In his book, The Solace of Fierce Landscapes: Exploring Desert and Mountain Spirituality, Belden Lane, Presbyterian minister and theologian, describes this as the ‘unaccountable solace that fierce landscapes offer to the soul. They heal, as well as mirror, the brokenness we find within.’ 3

  But the landscape doesn’t need to be fierce to have healing power. My father suffered chronic ill health throughout his working life as a research scientist, almost certainly induced as much by stress as by physical disorder. In mid life he was fortunate to inherit some capital from his parents. This enabled him to take up dairy farming. He was a city man until then, knowing little if anything about animal husbandry. He was also a proclaimed agnostic. But with much practical advice and help from others, plenty of hard physical labor and long relentless hours with never a day off, he succeeded in creating a compassionate farming business around a dairy herd that he adored! There was little financial reward for his efforts, but alongside a return to excellent physical fitness, without doubt he found some kind of spiritual healing and fulfillment that had been missing in his previous city life.

  With increasing urbanization most of us have sadly lost contact with the land and the soil. As a result I believe that a part of our soul has died. But we do not have to own a farm to renew that connection! Many find less expensive and more readily available succor working the land within their own gardens, with healthy homegrown fruit and vegetables a valuable byproduct of their endeavors. And for those without a garden, there are community gardens, such as the thriving Clinton Community Garden 4 in New York City. This is an inspiring story of successful urban regeneration. Taking in hand an ugly lot in the heart of that city, that had been abandoned for many years and strewn with all kinds of debris including dumped cars, keen volunteer citizens have created a green garden sanctuary, a place of tranquility for all to enjoy. With more than 100 plots now actively cultivated, it has a waiting list for those who would like a share of the action.

  There seems to be a real resurgence of interest in getting back onto the land, getting back to our roots, seeking a reconnection of soil and soul.

  What about those who for any reason are unable to find some land with which to make such a connection? All of us can be informed and enriched by the wonderful TV images of the natural world brought into our living rooms through the efforts of the latest incredible photographic techniques and the enthusiasm of the most dedicated and knowledgeable presenters such as the broadcaster and naturalist Sir David Attenborough.

  If we do not allow the natural world to speak to us, if we do not let the fierceness give us solace, or the silence reach and heal us, then we can turn our wounds, our own brokenness, against the natural world. And that is what we are doing. By our thoughtless actions we damage the very soul of nature that could help us most in our own healing.

  If only we would slow down and watch and listen. If only we would allow ourselves to become more deeply aware of that spirit that infuses all matter.

  This powerful source of healing is itself now hurt. Nature has become the docile dog that will savage the child who innocently pokes it in the eye. We are hurting our planet. If we do not act quickly, it may turn on us and destroy us.

  But we are not innocent bystanders. Now I know that many are still skeptical about humankind’s role in climate change. A Times poll in 2009 found that only two in five Britons believed that this current and visible problem was largely man made. But those that still harbor any doubts that we are in any way responsible for climate change should heed the report to world leaders by the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) following its meeting in Paris at the start of 2007. This report concludes that it is very likely (and that means a 90% chance!) that the activities of man are responsible for the increased greenhouse gases and the resultant problems of climate change now being seen and predicted for the foreseeable future. 5 As a consequence average temperatures are likely to rise by 4°C by the end of the century. This is the consensus of opinion from the combined efforts of more than 800 contributing authors and more than 450 lead authors, with more than 2500 scientific expert reviewers involved in the two-stage scientific and technical review process.

  For the continuing cynics why not use an adaptation of Pascal’s Wager? Pascal reasoned that whether or not one believed in the existence of God, it was a safer bet and one had nothing to lose by supposing that He existed. So it is with the global warming debate. If we allow ourselves to become more spiritually aware, more sensitive to our finely balanced place in the world, more compassionate towards the plight of our brethren across the globe, more simple in our needs, more at peace with ourselves, more in tune with our own souls and the soil beneath our feet, then surely we are all enriched? We will certainly be happier, and we will be leaving a better world for those who come after us. What do we have to lose?

  There are bound to be some controversies and debates surrounding the details of the IPCC report and the scale of its significance. Much of our best scientific research effort is being directed towards gaining a fuller understanding of all the issues involved, and what actions we can take.

  We saw the distress that extreme weather can inflict in the 2005 devastation of New Orleans by Hurricane Katrina. Even those who cannot quite believe or accept the evidence for the part humankind may be playing in climate change cannot deny the extent of human suffering now seen on a global scale. This then becomes more than a debate on climate change. It becomes a matter of human compassion and justice. These injustices brew a potentially dangerous potion of civil unrest and worse. There is a social and moral imperative for us all to share everything, to watch out for each other, to work for global healing. I believe we can no longer ignore our global responsibilities.

  It is also a great injustice that those countries with materially comfortable lifestyles are often least affected by the climate change that we now know is ‘very likely’ to have been brought about by our own profligate squandering of natural resources. The developed world has the resources to adapt most easily to any of the resultant climate change. It is the dispossessed and vulnerable in the poorer parts of the world who suffer disproportionately with hunger and disease and homelessness in the face of droughts, floods, tsunamis, and other natural disasters. The habitats of the poor are fragile, and they cannot afford to build defenses or replace their homes and livelihoods without our help. Does it matter whose fault, if any, it is?

  Yes it does. There is actually enough productive capacity in the world to provide every living man woman and child with a decent basic way of life. It is important that we help communities become self sufficient for a better future. It is also imperative that we curb our own excesses, that we stop violating the natural world around us, that we acknowledge the integrity of our finely balanced ecosystems. Every time we drive one more animal or plant to extinction, not only are we poorer for that, but also the effect on the fragile balance of planetary life may be profound. That is why it is so important, and ever more urgent, that we do not compromise our future by today’s actions, or indeed through our inactions.

  What part do our governments play? As with so many of society’s problems, it seems that we may be content to sit back, do nothing and rely for solutions on a stream of laws and regulations from both national and local governments. Of course we all need the leaders we have voted for to take action on the big issues. But these initiatives are only a part of any solution. Our own behavior must also change and that change begins within our own hearts and minds, it must reach out from our own souls.

  We have that power within us to heal our own behavior, to define our own future. We can listen again deeply to the natural world around us and let it speak to us through the silence or the tempest. We can nurture a reverence, a love and respect for the natural world around us, and be open to its healing powers.

  Then we will no longer want to destroy it. We will no longer want to defile it with our gas guzzling cars, our litter and filth, our plastics, our bottles and our cans. We will regain our spirituality and seek a simpler life. We will discover humility and vulnerability and a compassion for all living beings. We may even walk barefoot upon the earth, because we ‘tread on the earth so much more gently barefoot.’ 6 Then we will experience a harmony of body, soil and soul and we may even become Wounded Healers for a fractured world. 7

  Ecology and our place in evolution

  In my youth at school in the early 1960s I had a passionate interest in ecology. I studied it diligently as part of my botanical school exams and later at University. But it was only as I walked through the great National Parks of Yosemite or California’s Giant Redwoods, hiked the UK’s Yorkshire and Derbyshire Dales or tramped the Burren in Eire, and saw all the plants and creatures in their natural habitats, that I came to discover and feel a spiritual attachment to such a wonderful and varied world, and a great respect for its complexities.

  Our understanding of the need for sustainable management of the earth’s finite resources, and the stewardship of our natural environment, probably owes much to the work of the American scientist Eugene Odum, often referred to as the father of ecology. His Fundamentals of Ecology written in 1953 with his brother was a groundbreaking American textbook of the time, even though its message was not picked up in my own English schoolbooks.

  Odum introduced the concept of the study of living organic communities within their physical settings and of ecosystems interacting one with another on a global basis.

  Now James Lovelock has developed and refined his Gaia Theory, born out of the Gaia Hypothesis that he proposed with Lynn Margulis in the early 1970s. The Gaia theory views the Earth ‘…as a self regulating system made up from the totality of organisms, the surface rocks, the ocean and the atmosphere – tightly coupled as an evolving system.’ 8 The goal of the system according to Lovelock’s theory is ‘the regulation of surface conditions so as to always be as favorable as possible for contemporary life.’ Alongside Lovelock’s work the scientists were also changing their views on how the earth evolves. Conventional science used to say that life adapted to conditions on earth as both evolved separately. But these views have also changed. In 2001 more than 1000 delegates representing four important global change organizations 9 attended the first Global Change Open Science Conference in Amsterdam, where they made the following declaration: ‘The Earth System behaves as a single, self-regulating system comprised of physical, chemical, biological and human components.’ 10 Thus was the new discipline of Earth System Science formally declared, and it represented a significant step on the road towards formal adoption of the Gaian Theory. But the scientists fell short of giving a purpose for this single dynamic entity, which in Lovelock’s Gaian terms is to sustain habitability. Scientists still do not universally accept the Theory. For those scientists Lovelock has a plea: please do not allow scientific reductionism to close your eyes to the wisdom of the ancient sacred texts or the Gaia Theory, but rather try to understand the ineffable in our creation, the God immanent but unknowable. 11 As the naturalist Francis Rose once observed, ‘nature is very complex. When you start to interfere by thoughtless introduction of alien species, you do so at your own peril.’ 12

  Can we afford to ignore any longer the fact that we are one living organism in an extremely intricate and complex web or ecosystem worldwide, of living interactions? I think not.


  Man’s violence against the environment

  An early awareness of our violence against the natural environment probably came with James Lovelock’s invention 13 in 1957 of the Electron Capture Detector, a device used for measuring chemical compounds in atmosphere and matter. This enabled the discovery of residual pesticides in the food we eat, the evidence for which Rachel Carson exposed to a general public in her book Silent Spring in 1963. In this she brought together the available research at that time on toxicology, ecology and epidemiology. She sought to put the world on alert as to the dangers ahead for humanity that she foresaw if we continued to use chemicals indiscriminately in our homes. She warned of the dangers of using such chemicals for agricultural and horticultural purposes, if we did not understand the possible long-term harm they may cause. She saw that the resultant build up of these substances in our food chain could be catastrophic to wild life environments and our own health. Most importantly, the book shattered our assumptions until then that the environment had an infinite capacity to absorb pollutants and maintain its own stability.

  While much of what Carson wrote is of course now out of date, it was a pivotal book in opening the debate on modern ecology. At the time of its first publication it provoked antagonism from the chemical manufacturers and press alike. This probably only served to increase its readership and the impact of its message! It was also said to have influenced the foundation of Friends of the Earth in 1969 in San Francisco by David Brower. This non-profit advocacy organization operates independently of any political party or large corporation, to ‘campaign on the most urgent environmental and social issues…challenge the current model of economic and corporate globalization, and promote solutions that will help to create environmentally sustainable and socially just societies.’ 14

  From these beginnings and with Friends of the Earth to support the cause, there was little to hold back the advance of the environmental movement. The American biologist Paul Ehrlich’s book The Population Bomb had recently been published on the connection between human population, resource exploitation and the environment. 15 This fuelled the debate.

  Then in 1971 Greenpeace started up in Canada and as part of a program of organized civil protests and non-violent interference they launched an aggressive agenda to stop environmental damage. A year later Barbara Ward wrote, with Rene Jules Dubos, Only One Earth: the Care and Maintenance of a Small Planet. This was an exploration of man’s relationship with his environment, as an ecological study on a global level. It was written for The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, held from 5-16 June 1972, in Stockholm, Sweden, the first major international gathering of nations to address the world’s environmental problems.

  The American government of that time, led by President Richard Nixon, also gave high priority to environmental preservation and took a leading role in developing the concept of international cooperation to address the issues involved. He created Project Independence, which set a national goal, to develop the potential to meet the country’s own energy needs without relying on foreign energy. At that time, the United States imported less than a third of its oil from foreign countries, and that was regarded as an unacceptably high figure. Sadly the impetus of Richard Nixon’s endeavors back in the 1970s was lost through subsequent administrations. Following the election of President Obama to the White House, Al Gore wrote, ‘…today, after all six of the presidents succeeding Nixon repeated some version of his goal, our dependence (on imported oil) has doubled from one-third to nearly two-thirds - and many feel that global oil production is at or near its peak.’

  Amazingly, when I first conceived the idea for this book and started my research in 2004 there was very little public knowledge or awareness of the urgency of the environmental problems we now face globally. This was in spite of the plethora of research and information that clearly has been available through several decades and the best endeavors of many authors to educate us of the need for change. The controversy over Silent Spring is a distant memory.

  Al Gore described President Obama’s election success as an ‘inspiring and transformative choice by the American people,’ which calls for ‘an emergency rescue of human civilization from the imminent and rapidly growing threat posed by the climate crisis…in a world that desperately needs to protect its primary endowment: the integrity and livability of the planet.’ He continued:


  
    …to those who are still tempted to dismiss the increasingly urgent alarms from scientists around the world, ignore the melting of the north polar ice cap and all of the other apocalyptic warnings from the planet itself, and who roll their eyes at the very mention of this existential threat to the future of the human species, please wake up. Our children and grandchildren need you to hear and recognize the truth of our situation, before it is too late. 16

  

  Al Gore has probably done more than anyone to bring an awareness of our global warming crisis to Americans, through his film and supporting book, An Inconvenient Truth. Nevertheless his views continue to be met with cynicism and hostility by many.

  What are we all doing individually? Many of us already will be supporting the various aid agencies that work tirelessly and unselfishly to alleviate immediate global suffering. There are plenty of such organizations craving our support. We are also becoming much better at recycling our trash and becoming more energy efficient. We learn, I hope, to be less reliant on our cars. We use low energy light bulbs. But there are still many who disregard such initiatives. And I am sure that too often these changes are being forced by government intervention rather than coming from our own hearts and souls.

  This innate ability we seem to have to ignore warnings until it is too late reminds me of the fire alarm that went off in the middle of the night in our holiday hotel. Bleary eyed and scantily dressed we stumbled out into the garden to be counted. It was only when we all thankfully returned to our beds some time later that we met a family peering round the corner of their bedroom door. ‘Was it a false alarm then?’ the father asked. Fortunately it was!

  I feel sure that the current situation we find ourselves in is not a false alarm. And of course there is one fundamental difference between the fire alarm story and the daily choices that we all have to make on sustainable living. The fire escape decision did not involve money! Always, they say, follow the money. Financial considerations sadly color our judgment when they should not do so. And this is why laws and rules and regulations have to play a part in finding solutions to our problems. I love Upton Sinclair’s observation: ‘It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends on his not understanding it.’ 17

  Also, and sadly, the many blogs and websites that perpetuate silliness seem to attract a far greater following than those that attempt serious dialogue and generate calls to action. Of course we all need escapism in our lives. We need refuge from our very real underlying fears and doubts. It may be a good TV whodunit, an outrageously politically incorrect comedy, a sport event, a good novel or a musical instrument. I myself love a good hospital ‘soap’. But the serious things in life must also receive our attention.

  Can we afford to take our time, to sit back and hope that this is all a false alarm? The writer of the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes commented in some exasperation on the apparent inability of man to make any lasting change in the world. ‘What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done; and there is nothing new under the sun.’ 18

  So why does change seem so slow? Why do we continue on this course of possible self-destruction?

  It seems that even if we are happy to read, to comment, to worry, debate and blog about our futures, most of us will then leave any behavioral change to the next man! There also seems to be a widespread human indifference to large-scale disasters both natural and man-made. These news stories seem to induce in us a kind of psychic numbing. Why is this?

  Apparently part of the answer could be in our genetic history. We are ‘wired’ to care for ourselves and for those immediately around us to ensure our own security and survival. In our ancestral past we had no awareness of what was happening beyond our immediate environment. We would have been unaware of any tragedies further afield, of whatever magnitude. 19 It has been suggested that perhaps we have not adapted yet to our wider global world even though events on the other side of that world are emblazoned daily on our massive plasma television screens! We need to unscramble our wiring and start taking positive remedial action.

  How long do we have?

  Warnings of the potentially catastrophic effects of our violence against the environment have been made repeatedly over several decades. There is still insufficient action being taken. How much longer do we have?

  James Lovelock wrote in 2006 that he believed we could be past the point of no return unless we are willing to embrace nuclear power for our energy needs. Even then, he said, it will be very difficult indeed to survive this latest crisis. North America takes the lead in this, producing 19% of its electricity needs through nuclear power. 20 Many countries are dubious of the risks, the UK included, and the debate rumbles on. Because of man’s inherent resistance to change, seen also within scientific circles, Lovelock reminds us that we have wasted perhaps 20 years that we can ill afford to lose in resolving the problems of climate change. 21 In 2009 Lovelock published The Vanishing Face of Gaia: a Final Warning. 22 In this he not only casts doubt on some of the IPCC models: he also shows that trends based on observed data are actually far worse than the IPCC predictions and that we have gone beyond that tipping point where the earth can no longer adjust to maintain the equilibrium that sustains life as we know it. But according to Lovelock the planet can look after itself. It is humankind that urgently needs saving!

  Some show more optimism. The UK Government’s chief economist Nicholas Stern wrote in 2006 ‘There is still time to avoid the worst impacts of climate change, if we act now and act internationally.’ 23

  We may have little time to lose. Meanwhile, as Lovelock points out, resources diminish daily while we make up our minds what to do!

  The French Jesuit, biologist, philosopher and paleontologist, Teilhard de Chardin, died in 1955 a full ten years before Lovelock’s Gaian Theory was born. But he believed the earth to be in some way the prime living force at the center of our future existence. He saw man and nature as being one inextricably linked organic and living whole. ‘The world,’ Teilhard wrote, ‘must be compared not to a bundle of elements in artificial juxta-position, but to an organized system informed by a broad unity of growth proper to itself.’ 24 He recognized that we are unique in the role we play in the evolutionary process. We are the first organisms that can collaborate with (or thwart) the evolutionary process. We can profoundly affect the course of our evolution by our actions or inactions.

  The American Greek evolution biologist and futurist Elisabet Sahtouris also explores the pressing implications of the Gaia theory to mankind. She echoes de Chardin when she writes that we need to mature from competition to cooperation. She says humanity is in an adolescent crisis, brought upon ourselves by our egotistic behavior. She argues, in Earth Dance: Living Systems in Evolution, that our maturity as a species ‘depends on our accepting the responsibility for our natural heritage of behavior freedom by working consciously and cooperatively toward our own health along with that of our planet.’ 25

  Faiths and Creation26


  All the world’s faiths share a concern for Creation. Whether or not we believe that our world is God’s Creation, it is instructive to look at the beliefs of some of the main faiths regarding our relationship with the environment. We should be aware of the substantial work they are all doing, often in collaboration or cooperation with others, towards ensuring the earth’s future protection.
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