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FOREWORD

By Brooke Medicine Eagle

At a time when one of the most poignant issues for the family of two-leggeds is reacquaintance with the sacred, Stephen Harrod Buhner’s book offers a wonderful sense of that journey. His own process of deepening that experience, which he shares throughout the book, and his discourses on the nature of the human quest for the sacred are profoundly useful to anyone who seeks wholeness and holiness. Whatever your specific mode of seeking knowledge of the sacred, this book will help you deepen it into greater knowledge and, more especially, into wisdom. For this book is not simply a book of facts, it is a book of experience, of knowledge deepened into wisdom. And like all wisdom, it teaches you not only about the specific subject (in this case the sacred use of plants) but also how to live a good life. It generates from the simplest things a profound understanding of sustainable, harmonious living. And this understanding, this knowing, is the most valuable thing in our world today. 

Sacred Plant Medicine beautifully expresses an Earth wisdom frame of reference, not only in the extensive quotations from native elders but also in the way the information is given, the very way Stephen has approached his own learning. He makes it clear that one does not have to be of a certain color or race or ethnic background to seek and find a way of being in harmony with this North American land. It seems natural to seek this ancient herbal knowledge from native people, yet we must awaken to our full humanity and understand that spiritual Earth wisdom is everyone’s birthright. We have only to devote our attention to its revelation. To find harmony, we must awaken to this ancient vibrant potentiality.

Stephen notes that, “It is difficult for people coming from a Western perspective to understand the mindset necessary to be in this kind of [sacred] relationship with plants.” As you read through the book, you will find yourself steeped in that mindset, will find it seeping in through the cracks we have made between us and other lifeforms. You will joyfully awaken to these ways that are natural to all human beings. If you travel this road with Stephen long enough, you will feel something special, ancient, intrinsic, stirring inside of you.

Sacred Plant Medicine offers us ways of healing the greater body of the Earth by focusing our attention where the support for human life began—with the plant people. Every chapter is an eloquent expression of the almost magical power of truly listening to the life around us, of honoring the vital consciousness in all things, of deeply respecting the wisdom of all life. Our salvation obviously is not in the conquering of nature, as has been practiced now for generations with dire consequences, but in becoming “masters of the wilderness” as some have described the indigenous peoples who have through time understood fully how humans are woven into the web of life.

Most refreshing and empowering in what is expressed here is that we do not need advanced university degrees or to study with the highest gurus to heal ourselves and our planet. We need simply to learn the feminine lesson of opening ourselves to the life immediately around us, which will remind us to remember the deep knowledge we possess as a birthright.

Our prophecies have long told us that the real teachers of this new time will be the farmers and the people whose hands hold the life that sustains us. And so I was glad to read in Stephen’s final chapter the words of Bill Mollison, who is one of my models for a good life. Bill is devoted to helping us rebuild a sustainable culture (Permaculture) through creating sustainable agriculture and lifeways. In his wonderfully outrageous way, he encourages us to read the “book” of nature and to use the rest of the books for compost. My elders have said to me that the trees are the teachers of the law, and I have long contemplated what this means. As I grow less ignorant, it is obvious that the true university is the forest, where a sustainable, rich life is evident to all who will engage this world directly and openly.

Not only the trees, but all the plant peoples, have much to teach us. They are our forebears on this sweet Earth, having made a hospitable place for us through their cycles of oxygenation and water. In addition to this material symbiosis, they have also integrated the emotional issues that we two-leggeds struggle with so often. By partaking of their vibratory intelligence through ingestion as well as through communion, we can become more whole and integrated ourselves, and thus extend a healing vibration to the life around us. For it is in the emotional healing of our relationship issues that the world will become whole.

As this egg of the new time cracks open, we must rebirth ourselves into lifeways that are in good relationship and will sustain all life over time. What we have to gain is not just the averting of disaster, but a renewed life of beauty, abundance, radiance, rich greenness, and bird song—a true gift to the children of seven generations. We will be happy as our mother Earth is happy. The Christian Bible tells us that the humble will inherit the earth; in these days of crisis, we can understand this quite easily when we realize that the word humble comes from the same root word as humus and means “of the earth, or close to the earth.”

In Buffalo Woman Comes Singing, I relate the story of the coming of White Buffalo Calf Pipe Woman and the holy gifts she brings us through the sacred pipe. This pipe, which represents oneness and wholeness—a healing for the Earth—is one of our most potent ceremonies. Stephen tells of his loving relationship with the pipe and the many ways in which he has deepened his relationship with it. He clearly conveys the understanding of how sacred an act the use of the pipe is. It is not about “playing Indian” or impressing your circle. The pipe ceremony is for honoring and praying for All Your Relations, something that is vitally important in this time. The commitment to the pipe is to use it for healing and to be willing, at any time, to go wherever you are called to perform that ceremony. The pipe carrier is a servant of the people, committed to restoring the web of life.

White Buffalo Calf Pipe Woman reminds us of Creator’s one law upon forming this mother Earth: You shall be in good relationship with all things and all beings. Her corollary to that law reminds us poignantly: Whatever you do to any other thing or being in the circle of life, you do to yourself, for you are One. Whether it is sacred plant medicine or with anything else you do, this understanding is important, and Stephen again and again gives us exercises and ways of making this real in our lives. His exercise of the inner medicine wheel is excellent, using an ancient ceremony within ourselves to come to wholeness. Then the work with the outer medicine wheel can be even more powerful. Again and again, he asks us to take the work within, to a feeling place, to come into more wholeness as a result of it. As well, he admonishes us to realize that our relationship with the plants is not just for ourselves. We must always go to sacred and powerful things or places or beings, willing to give of ourselves in service of them. Our approach should always be interactive, rather than expecting or demanding. It must be as it is with any true friend; we are there in mutuality and love. We must be willing to give of ourselves to help these friends, and this will very likely call us into action as sacred ecologists.

In summary, what is provided in this book is a way to restore our connection with all of life, to awaken ourselves to the beauty and the possibilities of life. In the process we will come to know ourselves and come to know our sweet earthly home with an intimacy and a joy unheard of now. What we must offer is our attention, our intent, and our patient listening to the great voices around and within us.

May the healing of the sacred plants be yours.
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

This book is about a particular way of gathering information from the world, not the reductionism that our modern culture so embraces, but an older way known to all ancient and indigenous cultures. It is a way of gathering information directly from the world itself, a way of learning the uses of plant medicines directly from the plants themselves. 

Members of most ancient and indigenous cultures make an interesting assertion; when asked where in their body they live, they gesture to the region of the chest. Members of our culture, on the other hand, point to the head, generally an inch above the eyes and about two inches into the skull. The great divergence in the ways that Western and indigenous peoples experience the world can, I think, be traced to just this difference. For those locating themselves in the heart and those locating themselves in the brain do experience the world in quite different ways. Realms of experience, open to those who approach the world through the heart, are simply not perceivable to those who experience it through the brain. 

Consciousness studies, begun in the late 1960s, focused almost entirely on the brain. The Western assumption has been that it is our brains that make us different from the other inhabitants of this Earth. But in the last two decades a number of researchers have approached consciousness without that preconception, which has allowed them to be more open in their explorations. Some of them began to realize that consciousness is not limited to the brain, rather it is highly mobile, easily habituating itself to other locations in the body. So they began to look at the heart and its role in cognition and awareness. One of the most important recognitions emerging through recent studies of the heart is that our individual organs, as well as the entire human organism itself, are not linear expressions, but are highly complex nonlinear organisms in which the whole is far more than the sum of the parts.

Researchers have found that when billions and billions of molecules are placed in an enclosed container, their movements are, at first, random. But at some moment, that can never be predicted, all the molecules spontaneously synchronize. They begin to move and vibrate together and tightly couple with one another into a single coordinated whole. They become one system of which the individual molecules are subunits. In that moment of synchronicity, something comes into being that is more than the sum of its parts. And that something, the soul of us, can never be found in any of the parts, no matter how minutely they are examined. At that moment of synchronicity, the new system also begins to display what are called emergent behaviors. The whole system begins to act on the parts, or subunits, to stimulate further, more complex synchronizations. A continuous stream of very rapid information begins to flow from the parts to whole and whole to parts in order to strongly stabilize the system. This information stream goes to and from the environment as well in order to analyze any external factors that could affect the system’s stability.

The information stream may occur in numerous languages: temperature fluctuations, changes in velocity or pressure, adjustments to chemical composition, the flow of electromagnetic signals, and more. But, of course, as with our verbal language, it is not the word itself that is important, but the meaning within it that is of the essence. The meanings within a molecule, its electromagnetic (EM) signature, tell a receiving organism how that molecule can affect its state of being. These meanings are analyzed, integrated into the organism, and a response is initiated.

All living systems are like this, they self-organize and show emergent behaviors. They all retain an exquisite sensitivity to perturbations of the equilibrium that they experienced at the point when they self-organized. In fact, they remember that moment of equilibrium and remain attuned to it throughout their lives. The threshold they crossed is itself a living identity to them. So they monitor their internal and external world through extremely tight couplings at billions upon billions of points of contact. In this way they are able to process all of the energy, matter, and information that comes to them in order to maintain their existence. In other words, they are highly intelligent and they all possess this soul force, this thing that comes into being that is more than the sum of the parts. The heart is just such a nonlinear system. It possesses both self-organization and emergent behaviors. It functions not only as a powerful endocrine gland, but also as a unique kind of brain, a cognitive and perceptual organ, and a powerful electromagnetic generator and receiver.

The heart contains what are called pacemaker cells, which set its regular beating pattern. At the moment of self-organization, the first pacemaker cell begins beating, pulsating or oscillating, at a regular rhythm. Every new pacemaker cell that forms hooks itself to this one, and the new cell begins beating in time with the first. If one of the heart’s pacemaker cells is removed from the body, kept alive, and placed on a slide, it loses its regular beating pattern and starts to fibrillate, to beat wildly and irregularly, until it dies. But if you take another pacemaker cell and put it close to that one—they do not need to touch—their beating patterns will synchronize; they will beat in unison. A fibrillating cell, placed next to a non-fibrillating pacemaker cell, will stop fibrillating and entrain, or begin to beat in unison with it. The reason they do not need to physically touch is that they are producing, as all biological oscillators do, an electric field as they beat. Only the fields themselves need to touch.

Individual pacemaker cells tightly couple together by the millions in the heart. The field that they produce together is much larger than that created by each individual cell alone. It is 5000 times stronger than the brain’s electromagnetic field and can be measured by the most sensitive scientific instruments up to ten feet from the body. The field is strongest within eighteen inches of the body surface but continues out indefinitely into space, traveling in the same way that radio waves travel. (You can get a sense of this field if you have a friend stand five or six feet away from you, with his or her arms stretched out wide to the sides. If you then walk up to your friend, slowly, you will, when you are about 1218 inches away from them, suddenly experience yourself being “in their space.” This is an experience of your two heart fields touching.) The field aligns itself roughly along the spine, from the pelvic floor to the top of the skull. It is much like the Earth’s magnetic field, which is aligned from the North Pole to the South Pole.

Heart cells entrain not only with each other, but the heart (and its field) can entrain with any other EM field it encounters. At that moment of entrainment, when the two fields begin oscillating in unison, there is an extremely rapid exchange of information. As the information from each heart field is taken in by the other, heart function alters, hormonal cascades change, and alterations in physiology occur. In essence, a kind of dialogue occurs.

This dialogue is extremely natural to us because it is one of our earliest experiences of life. In our mothers’ wombs we are immersed in the field of the mother’s heart. The emerging heart of the infant entrains with mother’s and continues to do so after birth as well, during breast feeding. The mothers EM field is filled with information: how she feels about the infant, whether it is loved or not, wanted or not. The mother’s meaning-filled feelings alter the shape of her EM field and the baby takes the information in and decodes it, much as a radio receiver takes in and decodes a pattern of radio waves.

We are always sensitive to EM fields after birth for we gestate in the midst of this kind of language. After birth, the heart routinely scans encountered EM fields for information. We experience these fields in a unique way; they are experienced as emotions.

Just as the primary colors combine to make up all the colors we see, and basic tastes combine to make up all the tastes we taste, basic feelings—mad, sad, glad, scared—combine to make up all the feelings we experience. The particular spectrum of EM energy that the heart takes in is not experienced as colors or sounds but as emotions. The slightest change in heart function creates new feeling complexes while the slightest change in emotional state creates new heart rhythms. Both immediately show up in electrocardiograph (ECG) and magnetocardiograph (MCG) readings. The heart is, in fact, an extremely sensitive sensory organ whose domain is feeling. The nuances of emotion that it is possible to experience from encountered EM fields are as diverse as the range of colors or tastes we experience. Unfortunately, this finely tuned emotional perception of the world atrophies in those of us who habituate consciousness to the brain. (One of the simplest ways to initiate thinking with the heart, and to begin to reclaim this kind of sensing, is to look at something that is in front of you, a plant perhaps, and ask yourself, “How does it feel?” You will then experience a unique feeling complex, generally not nameable, as the EM signature of the object moves through your heart.)

Living organisms possess extremely complex electromagnetic fields. Each field encodes everything about the organism that produces it, its state of health, history, potentials, and much much more. To take a very simple example, every chemical that a plant makes can be identified by its own unique electromagnetic signature. And most plants make hundreds to thousands of different chemicals each and every day. Developing sophistication with heart perception does in fact make it possible to accurately determine the medicinal actions of a plant by directly encountering the plant’s EM field. Once we allow the EM field to pass through the heart, it is routed onto the brain for analysis where the meanings in the EM signature are extracted.

Between 60 and 65 percent of heart cells are neural cells, exactly like those in the brain. And the heart’s neural cells function in the same way brain cells do; they cluster in ganglia and connect to the neural network of the body through axon-dendrites. This is not an accident; the heart has direct connections to specific centers of the brain and these connections cannot be turned off. There is always a direct, unmediated flow of information from the heart to the brain. The heart is hardwired into the amygdala, thalamus, hippocampus, and cortex. These brain centers are involved with: 1) emotional memories and processing; 2) sensory experience; 3) memory, spatial relationships, and the extraction of meaning from environmental sensory input; and 4) problem solving, reasoning, and learning. To enhance communication with the brain and central nervous system, the heart makes and releases its own neurotransmitters as it needs them.

When the electromagnetic field of the heart entrains with the electromagnetic field of any other organism, whether human, animal, or plant, there is a rapid download of information from one organism to the other. Although this information download is in a language of its own, it is not in words. In one sense, the transfer of information can be thought of as a direct conveyance of meaning without having to use words. This information, as researchers have found, flows through the heart first, and is then routed to the brain through direct heart/brain connections for further processing. In order to retain the information, we convert it into a usable form. A translation process occurs, much like the one our radio receivers provide when they convert radio waves into music. However, in human beings the process is much more complex. From its store of sensory data, memories, experiences, and knowledge, the brain constructs a gestalt of the information flow. Thus the translation can appear in many forms: a series of visions, sounds, images, feelings, tastes, words, or smells. Often the form in which the translation emerges is shaped by the culture in which the individual person was raised. The important thing is, again, not the form that these translations take, but the meanings within them.

These experiences can be intentionally initiated, as the great German poet and botanist Goethe showed. Or, as is much more common in indigenous cultures, they can happen spontaneously. Some examples of these spontaneous events are described in this book—a blending of the EM fields between a human and a plant occurs of its own accord, and in that moment of synchronicity, a direct flow of depth information passes between the two organisms.

The ancient Greeks called this heart exchange with other living organisms aisthesis. It literally means “to breathe in.” The Greeks recognized that this moment of entrainment between two organisms was accompanied by a gasp or deep inspiration as the impact of the meanings coming in were felt. They considered it an exchange of soul essence, when the thing that is more than the sum of the parts, that thing that came into being at the moment of synchronicity, that thing that is our soul, was touched by the soul in something outside the self.

For people who engage in this kind of exchange, one of the major impacts is the continual awareness that we are never alone. We find ourselves companioned by other ensouled phenomena that care enough about us to engage in this kind of sharing. Through this deep exchange, we are not only anchored in the knowledge that the other inhabitants of this Earth are intelligent, we also experience a direct information exchange with them through our hearts, without the kind of reductionism necessary when consciousness is located in the brain.

Thus indigenous peoples could say, in all accuracy, that they were taught by the plants themselves, or that their knowledge came in visions or dreams. And, of course, this exchange was not limited to plants but occurred with all parts of the natural world. The natural empathy that such close connection engenders also causes people to treat the world very differently than they do when they are alienated from nature. Although explanations of this process of direct perception help us to understand the process, what is most important is the experience of it—how it feels, how it enriches our lives, and how it reconnects us to the ground of being from which we have come. It is very hard to cut down a forest when we experience it as alive and intelligent and as an elder to the human.

In the end, what becomes clear, when we reclaim the heart as an organ of perception and cognition, is that we have been colonized by a particular kind of thinking. And this particular kind of thinking, naturally engendered when we locate consciousness in the brain, reduces our expression of perception and thought. Like monotheism, it reduces what can be experienced to a narrow band of the permissible. All other perceptions are relegated to the superstitious, or heretical, or unacceptable. But this heart-centered way of perception is the oldest we know, intimately bound up in our humanness and our expression as ecological extensions of this Earth. Reductionist and monotheistic approaches can be likened to concrete sidewalks. They suppress the wild, but the power of the green—veriditas as Hildegard of Bingen called it—will always break through the sidewalks, both those outside of us, and those within us.

This book was the beginning of my understanding that breaking through, the first articulation of my own experiences with some wild green part of myself reaching upward to the light. In the twelve years since I wrote it, I have traveled much farther along this path. Still, upon rereading it, I have little to argue with. I hope that you can find in it, as I still do, the traces of those who have gone before us, those that called us back to this green world from which we have sprung. I wish you well on your journey.

STEPHEN BUHNER 
NOVEMBER,2005
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PREFACE

During the years from 1985 to 1995, I was fortunate to develop a deep, transcendent relationship with thirty-five acres of land outside Boulder, Colorado. What happened to me there motivated me to begin the work that led to the writing of this book. Regrettably, it became clear as time went on that I was not destined to remain on that remarkable land, which had come to mean so much to me. The steady encroachment of people, the micromanagement of people’s affairs that the government of Boulder began initiating, and other demands of my chosen spiritual path led to my departure from Boulder. In late 1995 my family and I relocated to Vision Mountain, Sun Bear’s former home, outside Spokane, Washington. But the lessons learned during that decade remain strong, as I suspect they will throughout my life. 

Many of the things I learned resulted in my coming to use certain terms in specific ways. The word Earth is capitalized because, within my own framework and the framework of sacred plant medicine, the Earth is a living being like you and me and as such its name should reflect this. Plants are often referred to as “relations.” That is because within this framework all things are considered to be alive—in fact, to be relatives of human beings. To speak otherwise, to relegate them, for the sake of linguistic convention, to a place within the hierarchy commonly accepted in the world that places humans at the apex, would dishonor them. 

The spelling of some tribes and societies changes from place to place in the text. The sources I reference often used widely varying spellings; when I talk about a particular tribe or society, I use the spelling of the source being quoted.

I tend to use “holy person” or “medicine person” interchangeably within the text. Some readers may disagree with this usage as indigenous cultures were sometimes specific about the two not being interchangeable. In some cultures, a holy person did not engage in healing work (or did not use herbs), while a medicine person did. Within my own framework, however, the two are identical because “medicine” is a specific manifestation of the sacred and is therefore holy by definition.

To understand sacred plant medicine is to understand certain attitudes and perspectives toward the Earth and all things on it. The underlying nature of our relationship with plants is a primary one.

Human beings have always had a strong and deeply interdependent relationship with the plants of the Earth. Plants created the atmosphere (as a result of photosynthesis) that allowed for the evolution of oxygen-breathing beings. In many ways, we are only the byproduct of plants’ habitation of Earth.

As humans evolved on Earth, they used plants for everything imaginable—food, weapons, baskets, clothes, shelter, and medicine. The subject of this book addresses humans’ use of plants as medicine, but in a special sense. It concerns that dimension of plant and human relationship where it overlaps the sacred, and the territory where plants are an expression of Spirit. The human, through the developed capacity to travel in sacred territory, makes an alliance with plants in order to gather knowledge and develop the ability to heal. Thus this book deals with plants as medicines and plants as sacred beings. Once upon a time, the two were not separable.

I use some of the information gathered by ethnobotanists and others at the turn of the century about indigenous peoples’ plant relationships. I share these things because I believe that human beings should remember how to behave in the world, that knowing the sacred in all things, without grandiosity or denigration, is crucial to human habitation of Earth. I share them because those who recorded their stories were afraid that their knowledge would pass from the world. They believed (as do I) in the importance of what they had learned.

In addressing the sacred, I intend primarily to speak of it in general, that is, without reference to any particular religious map. I do, however, focus mostly on one particular spiritual lineage, that of the Earth-centered way. In describing this spiritual orientation, the term “Earth-centered” has been specifically chosen over other, somewhat similar terms such as nature worship, pantheism, Wiccan, paganism, and Indian religion. Wiccan and Indian religion are specific forms of Earth-centered practice, much as Lutheranism and Catholicism are specific forms of Christianity. My orientation is neither of those.

Pantheism in its primary meaning, “The doctrine that the whole universe is God, or that every part of the universe is a manifestation of God,” is probably the most accurate; however, it has been degraded in common usage to its secondary meaning, “Worship of all the gods of various cults,” and as such would be misleading.

Nature worship also is inaccurate in that it implies that what is worshiped is nature rather than the sacred through its manifestation in nature. This confusion was reflected in the writings of many nineteenth-century Christians. In denigrating Native American and other religious forms, which had much of their focus in nature, they often argued that the obvious indication of the inferiority of nature-focused religious forms was their confusion between the Maker and His creation.

Paganism as a term is rejected because many Earth-centered practitioners view it as a denigration once used by Christians during the forceful destruction of non-Christian religious forms before the twentieth century. To many Earth-centered peoples, it contains highly negative connotations.

My intent here is not to focus on religious forms that are attached to a specific cultural background, but to try and convey an ancient and long standing form of Earth-centered spiritual practice—sacred plant medicine. I am concerned less with religion (the bureaucracy of a spiritual lineage) than with the spiritual experience that underlies such religion. By focusing much of the book on the Earth-centered spirituality of North America, some aspects of religious practice will be developed; in particular, certain aspects of what sometimes is called Native American religion. Native American religion is, however, only a specific form of Earth-centered practice; there is no generic Native American religion per se. The various tribes of the United States developed, over millennia, cultural expressions of Earth-centered practice that are unique to them. Some tribes’ cultural expression of this path overlap with others quite readily, some do not.

You will undoubtedly note I take strong exception to the way scientific opinion is now commonly accepted in the world. This has caused me to question many of its uses, and this perspective comes through in some of my writing. To medical science especially, I take exception. The presentation by conventional medical science that herbs are unscientific and the remnant of an earlier, more superstitious age, is a grave misuse of science when so much data, much of it gathered in other countries, conflicts with this view. In their search for knowledge, there is an attitude of superiority that many scientists possess, which, if allowed to be expressed without proper controls, can be dangerous. Further, our culture has come to rely overmuch on scientific experts. Many people no longer reason for themselves when faced with opinions from scientific experts, and it is questionable whether such experts really understand the workings of nature any more than anyone else. The misapplication of technology, based on the expert opinions of the scientific community, without regard for environmental consequences, has caused a great deal of damage to the Earth. I, and many others, are beginning to question whether or not science can or should play as large a role in determining the safe application of technology.

Finally, much of the early repression of the American Indian came from the scientific community’s support of religious and Euro-American cultural beliefs that the indigenous tribes of North America were uncivilized and ignorant.

But a more pervasive problem exists in the unquestioned embracing of the scientific model. Though other methods of information gathering are very useful, most scientists feel that methods other than the scientific are not valid. Adherents of other forms of learning are generally castigated by the world scientific community. This trend has caused the abandonment of many approaches to understanding the world that, I believe, we as a species need in order to successfully inhabit the Earth.

Numerous authors have expressed concern in recent years that many writers are romanticizing Native American religious and cultural forms. This is not my intent. Rather, I want only to share a specific point of view that was once common in the world, and to support that point of view with words of the native people who were courageous enough to share them originally. These historical records illustrate a world view that I feel is crucial to our continued habitation of Earth. While I do quote these original sources, I do not speak for any tribe or its cultural lineage of spiritual experience and devotion. I am not qualified to do so. I speak instead as a human being who travels in sacred territory, one who travels the Earth-centered path. I speak of the territory I have found, the Earth-centered devotions that have called me, and of the sacred plant relations.

It is your birthright as well to understand and enter this sacred territory. I invite you to hear what I share here, to go beyond the words, and feel the touch of the sacred territory that lies beyond.



 

 

Only to him
who stands
where the barley stands
and listens well,
will it speak and tell,
for his sake
what man is.

—MASANOBU FUKUOKA
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1

THE SACRED AND THE EARTH

All mystics speak the same language for they come from the same country.

—SAINT-MARTIN

During the 1950s, the time in which I was raised, the extended family was still alive. Most Americans were farmers, and many people lived close to the land on this North American continent, a continent known to many of its native peoples as Turtle Island. 

I was raised in Louisville, Kentucky, still a rather small town at that time. I knew four of my great-grandparents and with two of those I was especially close. These two people, Cecil and Mary Harrod, had been born and raised in the latter part of the nineteenth century. They were filled with a spirit and approach to life that is now, in our time, extremely uncommon. 

My great-grandfather trained as a physician before the allopaths achieved a monopoly in medicine, before the advent of penicillin and other antibiotics when, among other things, doctors still used herbs in their practice. He was a horse-and-buggy physician in a small town, and he delivered babies at home. He knew the people and they knew him; his office was in his home. He helped babies into the world and he was there when they left it; he’d been present during much of the life that was sandwiched in between.

By the time I was born he and my great-grandmother lived in Columbus, Indiana. They were mostly retired, though there was still an office in back of the house. They also owned a small farm outside Columbus where the family would gather most summers. To travel to that farm meant entering another world from the one in which I lived most of my life. The farm house was a converted hand-hewn log barn that had been built about a hundred years before. It had been disassembled, moved to the farm, and rebuilt. There were two good-sized ponds, the smaller one in the deep woods.

My great-grandparents came from a different time. That time, connected to the roots of what I think of as the heart of what America could have been, soaked into my bones from the day I was born. It was a time of horses and of making what you have. A time of slow pace and rural life, of being close to the land and being a simple people not hung about with high-tech designer equipment. A time of the grain of wood sloping down the line of a hundred-year-old hand-hewn log. A time of the deep veins on the back of a man’s hand. A time of walking in the deep woods and hearing its call—the taste of freshly picked blackberries, the sucking sound a cane pole makes when pulled out of the mud in sudden response to the hungry pull of a fish. A time of finding secret hiding places, and heeding the call of a woman’s voice urging haste so the meal will still be hot. The taste of too-sweet iced tea in big, sweating glass jugs. Laughter around the table and tales of times past when these grown elders were but children themselves. And most of all there was the feeling of being loved deep into the soul and not caring a hoot about the shape of a person’s body or the irregularities of their personality.

My great-grandparents’ way of life soaked into my soul and every fiber of my being. My bones fed on it as did my mannerisms, language, hopes, and dreams. But even more central and enduring was the deep connection with the land that they had shown me. That connection reached into my spirit and told me in its own special language that there was a deeper world, far older, than the human one in which I lived.

But that sense of connection with the Earth was quiet throughout the ensuing years as family died, places were sold, and television replaced the sounds of my elders’ voices. As the space of years increased the greater my feelings of alienation became—from myself, from any kind of enduring values, from the Earth. But those early times, the connection to that land, were like seeds in my soul and eventually, without warning, they burst into growth and changed the course of my life.

They were part of the impetus toward my deep experiences of the sacred when I was seventeen, part of that which led to my trying to understand analytically what had happened to me, part of the map I then created. And eventually, as I began this journey into the world of sacred plant medicine, their threads urged me on to a deeper understanding of my relationship with the Earth.

[image: image]

There is a dimension of human experience, a way of experiencing the world, where plants can talk to human beings and humans can talk to plants. It is a dimension that has been utilized by human beings for most of our history on this planet. Yet in these days and times, that way of life has been relegated to a back alley in a poor neighborhood of the city of man. Those who live there are generally thought of as ignorant and uneducated, superstitious and primitive.

The knowledge that human beings found in exploring that dimension of life, in talking to the plants and hearing the plants talk to them, predates the spread of what today we call science. In that dimension of human experience people commonly sought close contact with the sacred, to know the desire of Creator, and to bring into the world the spiritual visions given them by Creator. Knowledge gained in this manner worked well (as scientific study has shown) and looking over at it from this world of science in which we now live, many are amazed that any of the knowledge found in that other world worked at all. We no longer understand that kind of information gathering; in the industrialized nations we have given it up. In many ways we are the poorer for it. Still, in the backwaters of the world people live as they have for thousands of years, in relation with all life and all living things. As Mother Theresa said, softly, when receiving her Nobel Prize, “It is not we who are poor but you.”

The poverty Mother Theresa spoke of can be felt strongly when comparing the following stories:

In Korea it is said that in the year 850 A.D. the ginkgo tree was in danger of becoming extinct. It is a tree whose existence is interwoven with that of human beings in Asia, only recently (around 1800) having been introduced into the West. The ginkgo is used for food and medicine and additionally is held to have many spiritual attributes. In that time of danger, many Buddhist monasteries in Korea began taking in saplings to protect the tree from extinction. The Buddhists are credited with saving the ginkgo by taking it into their temple 
gardens.1 One of the largest ginkgo trees in Asia grows on the grounds of Yongmun-san temple in Korea. It stands 180 feet tall, 15 feet in diameter, and is said to have been planted in the ninth century. This tree, planted to protect the species from extinction, was kept with reverence and prayer for over a millennium. People still make pilgrimage to visit it.
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Ginkgo tree in the temple 

Some 1100 years later (around the 1950s), a graduate student was finishing his Ph.D. on the bristlecone pine. He had completed his course work and was working on his dissertation, conducting field research in a bristlecone pine forest. He was trying to establish the bristlecone as one of the oldest trees on the North American continent.

He hiked for many days, packing in his equipment, and set up camp. Eventually he located the tree he would study, the tree that he believed was the oldest tree in the forest. In fact, he intended to use a core drill to extract a sample from the tree in order to count its rings and establish its age. He kept extensive field notes and made careful preparations. His Ph.D. degree depended on the research he was conducting on this tree. However, when he was ready to drill a core from the tree, the core drill was not working. He struggled with it for several days trying to fix it but to no avail. He did not have another core drill but he did have a saw. And he cut down the tree and found it was some 4000 years old by counting its rings. A tree already 2000 years old when Christ lived, cut down for a 
Ph.D.2

It is never possible to share this story without experiencing deep feelings of sorrow. The story brings home the rift between humans and the world, the poverty and illness with which we struggle as a species. The feelings it brings to the heart are often too deep for words. Yet, they are ones all of us try, often with great success, to repress. There is not a one of us who does not know there is something amiss in our world. There is not a one of us who does not carry the grief concomitant with the damage to our home. As Aldo Leopold notes:

One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of wounds. Much of the damage infliicted on the land is invisible to laymen. An ecologist must either harden his shell and make believe the consequences of science are none of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of death in a community that believes itself well and does not want to be told 
otherwise.3

A solution to the poverty and illness in our world lies within the ancient capacity for individuals to travel in sacred territory, to reconnect with the sacredness of the Earth, and to develop their own capacity, a birthright of being human, to evoke the holy and once again sit in the council of all life.


The Sacred

Our capacity to recognize and seek out the sacred is one of the basic drives that make up the fabric of a human being, thus shaping our common human ancestry. The sacred as I use it is more akin to the dictionary definition of holy, “having divine nature or origin.” It must be recognized that because the sacred is made up of both nonrational and nonlinear elements, any reduction to simple definitions always fails to capture its essence. One must enter the realm of the sacred and experience its transcendent nature to fully understand it. There is a distinct reality that underlies all religious articulations. It is this reality that, when experienced, is felt to be the REAL, a deeper and more meaningful reality than that we experience in our normal day-to-day lives.

The maps that travelers create from their travels in sacred domains, and the bureaucracy that springs up around control over the map, make up the form and substance of religious movements. The maps correspond to specific lineages of religious or spiritual devotion. All humans have a propensity for how they experience the sacred. For example, human beings may experience the sacred as a territory (Native Americans), as a personification (Christians), or a state of mind (Buddhists). This propensity for how one experiences the sacred can lead to arguments (and sometimes wars) over the correct way to experience the sacred, over “The Way.” But as the eminent religious historian, Mircea Eliade, has said, “There are no definitional limits to what forms the sacred can 
take.”4 The manifestation of the sacred—hierophany—may occur in any person, place, or thing. The sacred, by definition, can take any form.

Each religious articulation has its place within the human frame. To claim superiority for a religious expression is to claim the thumb superior to the fingers, the foot superior to the leg. Each has its necessary place and function. One must search for the real center of religion and go beyond the linguistic representations contained in religious maps. If one does not, one finds the human, not the sacred.

The sacred has a dynamic aspect in that it has a tendency to manifest itself of its own accord. It tends to come into the world and make itself known. Further, each incarnate form, each object of matter, has a tendency to realize its archetypal, universal, sacred meaning. These two tendencies—that of the sacred to manifest itself and that of each incarnate form to realize its deeper archetype—come together in such a way that any object at any time can incorporate within itself all the power of the holy. When the sacred manifests itself in the world, something in the human allows it to be immediately recognized. A part of the human, most often a subconscious part, experiences the sacred and says to the conscious mind, “that is the REAL.” The conscious mind is then made aware of that which is beyond it and that from which it comes, the sacred.
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