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Introduction

Scientist generally agree that about Fourteen Billion years ago all that is existed in our 

Universe was contained in a ball of energy the size of the head of a pin with a mass that is incomprehensible. In an instant, an explosion took place that would eventually evolve 

Into the universe we know today. The expansion of the energy took place at just the right 

Speed, faster and it would have dissipated and continued to expand into the vastness of 

Space, slower and it would have collapsed back in on itself. The molecules formed 

Gasses and then combined to become all the suns and planets that make up our universe. 

Our earth was part of that cosmic creation and from it evolved the bacteria, fungi, plants, insects, fish, birds, mammals and even humans. All life and the earth itself have all evolved over the past 14 Billion years. We are from this single source and all the components that make up life are the same. Thomas Berry believes that there is a universal memory that is contained in each cell. It has been passed down in time within every atom in the universe. He goes on to say that he believes that we were not added to the universe but are another form of the many that evolved from the same energy source. Science is just now validating what the indigenous people have known for centuries, we are part of everything and everything is a part of us.

Disconnected

We live in a society that is mired in stress and conflict. We respond to this situation by medicating ourselves to deaden the pain. We furiously run around trying to find peace, to feel good about ourselves and find our place. Many, including Dr. Michael Cohen, believe that our disconnection with nature is a primary cause of our pain and suffering as well as the pain and suffering we are causing our planet.

While the solution seems so natural and simple, it is hard to believe that it is so uncommon. The average person is separated from nature over 95% of their lives. We get up, get ready for work, slurp down some coffee or if we are lucky some breakfast, run to our cars, many parked in our garages, drive to work, jump out of our cars and rush to our cubicles. At the end of the day we rush back home, pick up our children, make dinner, watch a little TV and get ready for bed. We are so disconnected that over 99% of the time even if we are in nature we are so distracted we remain disconnected.

We further foster this disconnection by mandating our children spend over 18,000 hours of their most formative years inside cut off from nature, and their source. Is it any wonder that child obesity, ADD, Stress and drug and alcohol abuse is all becoming serious issues? Our answer, due to our own disconnection, is to treat our children with more drugs.

Once we separate ourselves from nature we are open to the stories of separation. We sequester ourselves away from the very force that feeds us, nurtures us and sustains us. This opens us up to believe stories that tell us Nature is dangerous and we must protect ourselves from it. We fill our children’s heads with stories based on Fear of nature and tell them how nature must be conquered. We are told our dreams of a clean environment are impossible because it will cost too much, will destroy our economy. We must continue to burn coal and fossil fuels, build inefficient cars and generally abuse the very sources that sustain us because, we all know, that if we mandate these things our economy will collapse.

According to Thomas Barry, in 1940 we produced over 500,000 tons of chemicals. In 1990 we produced over 200 million tons of chemicals. Many of these have gone into our air, our water and our soil to a point where we have changed the very chemical make up of our planet and some say our bodies.

Our planet is evolving at a rate we haven’t seen in over 65 million years. We are loosing species at an alarming rate. Unlike previous times, our evolution this time is not from natural disasters or cosmic event but the direct result of what we as a species cognitively pursue. We have the power to change the very direction and make up of our planer and in doing so we hold in our hands today the recipe for what it is that we intend.

Eckert Tolle in his book The New Earth says, “Responding to a radical crisis that threatens our very survival – this is humanity’s challenge now. The dysfunction of the egoic human mind, recognized already more than 2,500 years ago by the ancient wisdom teachers and now magnified through science and technology, is for the first time threatening the survival of the planet. Until very recently, the transformation of human consciousness- also pointed out by the ancient teachers- was no more than a possibility, realized by a few rare individuals here and there, irrespectively of cultural or religious background. A wide spread flowering of human consciousness did not happen because it was not yet imperative. A significant portion of the earth’s population will soon recognize, if they haven’t done so already, that humanity is faced with a stark choice, Evolve or Die.”

The path back to sanity

Thomas Berry noted Scholar, theologian, and lover of the earth said we are on a cusp in our evolution. We can either evolve into a consumption based Technozoiac era, marked by continued abuse of our natural resources. As we deplete our resources, we can replace them with technological inventions to cleanse and purify the air and water. We can develop special strains of seeds to be grown in a man made soup of chemicals to feed ourselves and build vast structures to house us and protect us from the very environment that once sustained us.

Our other choice is to consciously evolve into an Ecozoaic era where we live in harmony with nature. Learn from its wisdom and use our technology to protect and enhance our connection with the planet.

I believe there are specific steps we must take if we are to reconnect with the earth and our source and have a chance to evolve into an Ecozoiac era and away from the Technoziac path we have been on for some time.

1) We must recognize we are connected to nature and the importance of that connection 

2) We need to discern which stories are true and which are not

3) We must reconnect with nature and let it teach us.

4) We must re-frame and retell our stories.

Recognizing our Connection

It is difficult to recognize our connection when we are so separated from it. As we continue to move away from our natural connections we are more likely to make decisions that have a negative impact on the natural world. It is much easier to look at board feet of lumber and reams of paper when we sit in an environment that separates us from the natural energies that nature projects. 
When our senses are in conflict with the situations, stories and teachings we begin to feel stress. Many times we are not even sure what is going on or can even identify why we feel the way we do.

For example as I sat here in my small office trying to write about my connection to nature while separated from it, I found no words, came to me. I continued to be distracted and found myself constantly checking email, searching the internet for jobs, flipping through books for relative text that would help give me the words I needed to complete the required 20 pages. After over a week of this and getting nowhere, this morning I finally went out to my patio and brought in an old friend, a Jade plant from a cutting given to me in nearly 30 years ago. As a matter of fact I hadn’t even realized how long I have had it until writing this. While the original plant has died it provided many cuttings. From one of those my new plant formed and though it my original plant has lived on. 

Thinking of the jade plant caused me to start thinking of an asparagus fern that has traveled with me since my wedding in 1979. My wife and I have loving called it our Wedding Fern. In Florida Asparagus ferns are common and often considered nuisances, once here, it cried to be liberated from its pot, so it now lives and thrives in my garden along with its native brothers and sisters. 

I don’t think I my story is so uncommon. We all have a natural attachment to plants. We give them to each other as gifts. Is it simply their beauty the intrigues us, or is it more?

A recent Article in Men’s Health Magazine tells of a study where when a live plant is placed in the hospital room with a sick patient, the patient recovers faster than in a controlled environment with no plants or even rooms with cut flowers.

From this little act of connection I found that my block was broken and words, thoughts and the lessons I have learned from this course came flowing forth.

A Japanese study reported in Men’s Health, found that a hike in the woods can boost your immunity. They found that men who walked through a forest for a total of six hours over two days experienced a 46% spike in their blood levels of natural killer cells, which are part our body’s SWAT team against invading viruses. They concluded the all trees release airborne chemicals called phytoncides that not only protect their foliage from microbes but also help stimulate our own immune systems as well.

Our natural calling doesn’t just stop at plants either. A large number of our population is pet owners. I am not sure if there is a child alive that doesn’t want a pet. As with plants, there is a natural attraction that most of us just can’t resist. We are drawn to animals like a magnet. 

Anyone who has driven through a national park can attest to the powerful impact that just watching an animal can have. Numerous times I have driven through a park and have witnessed a long line of parked cars. Stopping to see what the attraction was, I always found it was an animal. Whether it was a bear, an Elk a herd of Bison or even a deer, we find it irresistible not to stop and just connect with the truly awesome energy of these creatures. 

The National, state and local park systems themselves are a tribute to our desire and need to reconnect with nature. In the summer our National parks are filled to capacity. Try to get a parking spot at the local beach on a warm summer weekend and you will have to agree with the powerful attraction that nature provides.

While we may be unaware, we are a species that needs nature for our own health and well being. I cannot say why but I suspect it is because of our common ancestry. We are all of the same materials and the same energy. 

Recognizing our connection is not enough; we must also recognize and understand the importance of that connection to ourselves and the rest of the natural world. I don’t believe that there is anyone who would want to live in a world devoid of nature’s beauty. 

If this is so, how can we justify allowing development to go unchecked, pollute our rivers and streams with toxic and organic waste.

In Northeast Florida we are blessed with the Saint Johns River. It is one of those unique rivers that flow north. It also is unique in that there is only about four feet of elevation difference between the headwaters and the mouth of the River North of Jacksonville. Since a river’s health is largely dependant on its ability to cleanse itself of the toxins that are introduce to it. The Saint Johns depends on an abundant amount of rain, generous flow of the springs that feed it and wise stewards that live and works on its banks.

There are those whom are working hard to raise awareness and enact sensible laws to protect this treasure. However, there are those that are in a in a disconnected state of mind working just as hard to find ways to draw water from the river to water thirsty lawns, dredge and even to set explosives into the River’s bedrock in order to make it deep enough to bring in large cargo ships.

 It is not just these large corporate and government entities that are to blame; thousands of individuals must also accept some responsibility. We are told of the need to maintain lush green lawns. In order to do that we need to use millions of gallons of water and nutrient rich fertilizers to maintain these lush green mats. Then when the Florida rains come all these nutrients are washed into the waterways and eventually into the Saint Johns where summer algae blooms blossom, choking out native plants, animals and leaving us humans choking on the residue.  

Our stories – our Truths

How can a people so drawn to nature and its beauty conspire and thoughtlessly pollute and destroy that in which they crave. On the surface this makes no sense. To make sense of these phenomena, we need to look at how our brains work and how we process information. 

Michael Cohen in his book reconnecting with Nature talks of the two sections of our brain, the old brain and the new brain. 

The old brain is the one is the part of us that we share with all our non-human relatives. It is the part of our brains that register the non-language tensions, sensations, feelings and emotions. It makes up 75% of the total brain mass and is home to many of the different sense groups we share with the reset of the natural world.

This is the region that reacts to our natural attractions, the part that draws us to our parks, beaches, and backyards. It is the part of our brain the desires to be around plants and build relationships with our pets. 

Our new brains or our neocortex, on the other hand is the seat of our reasoning, language and our ability to calculate math problems, and think logically. It is here that the need to make sense of what we see and experience resides. It is also here that our nature disconnection begins.

When we are faced with a situation or problem we have a natural need to understand why it is happening. It is then that we create and explanation or story to explain what is happening.

This is what separates us from the rest of life on the planet. To the best of our knowledge there is no other species on this planet that has a neocortex, nor is there any other species that has the need to explain the world and how it works.

While in earth terms this is a relatively new development that evolved as humans did. Looking at the ancient drawings on the walls of caves indicate that even our earliest ancestors told stories that helped them explain their natural world.

While this part of our brain can and has served to enhance and save life, it is also credited with mass destruction and devastation. This is the part of our brain that helps us justify war. It is the part of the brain that has created beautiful art, brought our civilization cures to deadly diseases and has allowed us to look deep into the universe to understand its beginnings. It is also the part of our brain that has allowed massive pollution, unchecked development to take place.

When our new brain works in harmony with the old brain, tells its stories of what, why and how, we feel complete and whole. When the new brain tells stories of how we need to pollute, how our survival is tied to the destruction of the earth or its inhabitants there is a disconnection. That disconnection may lay dormant or may not be immediately evident if we are disconnected to nature, but it may also reveal itself in unexpected ways. 

We may find ourselves stressed out, tired, often sick.

We also may find that in order to cope we further withdraw from nature. The more incompatible our stories, the more conflicted we become.

Michael Cohen describes this as orange-green thinking.

Looking at the colors Red, yellow, green, black, blue, purple, and green tend to make us feel uncomfortable. Our old brain connections to the colors and our new brain associations to the words are in conflict. This conflict raises our levels of stress and discomfort until we bring both sides of our brain into harmony. When we identify the word green and the color green are the same there is no conflict.

This is the same with other aspects of our life. If we are told that it is ok or necessary to deepen a channel by placing explosives in the bedrock so that we can save jobs, or that we must pump millions of gallons of water a day out of the river to feed growth. Our old nature connected brains that feel know, are in deep conflict with the story our new brain is being asked to absorb. The result is feelings of disconnection, of stress, and anger 

So how do we discern which stories are true and which are not, Eco-psychologists such as Dr. Cohen, suggest that we reconnect with nature and determine for ourselves what is true and what is not.

The Journey to Connection

Many of our great thinkers scientists, poets, writers found their inspiration, insights and even spirituality from their connection and lessons they learned from nature. The belief that many of them seemed to share is that we are connected to nature and the lives of both nature and man are enhanced when we work in harmony with each other. Hippocrates said in circa 450 BC. That, “there is one common flow, one common breathing all things are in sympathy”. The great naturalist John Muir said, “When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world.”  World renowned architect, Frank Lloyd Wright said, “I believe in God only I spell it NATURE”.

When we begin to reconnect with nature we will begin to see that in many ways we are really not so much different than our non-human relations,

At first it may seem absurd to say that we like a tree, a bird or a fish, but when we take a closer look

We are all born

We all grow

We all reproduce

We all breathe

We all need food

We all feel pain

We all die

In fact there are over 53 separate characteristics or senses that we share with all living things. 

Dr Cohen asserts that it is through these senses that nature connects with itself in us, through us and to people and places around us. He further asserts that we when we are aware of these senses we can engage consciously in this process. It also validates Dr. David Viscott’s proposal that feelings are the truth and that we do not live in the real world when we ignore what we are feeling.

The senses as described by Dr Cohen are:

Radiation which consists of:

Sense of light and sight including polarized light

The sense of seeing without eyes such as heliotropism or the sun sense of plants

The sense of color

The Sense of mood and identities attached to color

The sense of awareness of ones own visibility or invisibility and consequent camouflaging

Sensitivity to radiation other than visible light including radio waves, x-rays, etc,

Sense of temperature and temperature change

The sense of season including the ability to insulate, hibernate and winter sleep

Electromagnetic sense and polarity, which includes the ability to generate current(as in the nervous system and brain waves) or other energy

The feeling Senses consist of:

Hearing including resonance, vibration, sonar, and ultrasonic frequencies

Awareness of pressure, particularly underground, underwater and to wind and air

Sensitivity to gravity

The sense of excretion for waste elimination and protection from enemies

Feel, particularly touch on the skin

The sense of weight, gravity and balance

Sense of space or proximity

The sense of Coriolis or awareness of the effects of the rotation of the earth

The Chemical senses consist of:

The sense of smell and beyond the nose

The sense of taste and beyond the tongue

The sense of appetite or hunger for food, water and air

Sense of obtaining urges such as hunting and killing for food

Sense of humidity, including thirst, evaporation control and the acumen to find water or evade a flood

Hormonal sense, as to pheromones and other chemical stimuli

Mental Senses consist of: 

Pain, external and internal

Mental or spiritual distress

Sense of fear, dread of injury, death or attack

Procreative urges including sex awareness, courting, love, mating and raising our young

Sense of play, sport, humor, pleasure, and laughter

 Sense of physical place, navigation sense including detailed awareness of land and seascapes, of the positions of the sun, moon and stars

Sense of time

Sense of electromagnetic fields

Sense of weather changes

Sense of emotional place, of community, belonging, support, trust, and thankfulness

Sense of self, including friendship, companionship, and power

Domineering and territorial sense

Colonizing sense including receptive awareness of ones fellow creature, sometimes to the degree of being absorbed into a super organism

Horticultural sense and the ability to cultivate crops, as is done by ants that grow fungus, by fungus who farm algae or birds that leave food to attract their prey

Language and articulation sense, used to express feelings and convey information in every medium from bees’ dance to human literature

Sense of humility, appreciation and ethics

Sense of form and design

Reasoning, including memory and the capacity for logic and science

Sense of mind and consciousness

Intuition or subconscious deduction

Aesthetic sense including creativity and appreciation of beauty music, literature, form, design and drama

Psychic capacity such as foreknowledge, clairvoyance, clairaudience, psycho kinesis, astral projection and possibly certain animal instincts and plant sensitivities

Sense of biological and astral time, awareness of past, present and future events

Capacity to hypnotize other creatures

Relaxation and sleep including dreaming, mediation and brain wave awareness

Sense of pupation including cocoon building and metamorphosis

Sense of excessive stress and capitulation

Sense of Survival by joining more established organisms

Spiritual sense including conscience, capacity for sublime love, ecstasy, a sense of sin, profound sorrow and sacrifice.

Learning to Communicate with Nature

To truly connect with nature we must first learn how nature communicates. As humans we communicate in many ways. Our words are what we usually think of first when we talk of communication. This is what separates us from the non-human world. While words can inspire and describe our experiences and our feeling, it is our body language facial expressions, eyes and our other senses that often say much more than the words. Some sensitive individuals can even feel the energy that is given off by others.

Everything in nature communicates. A plant may communicate its thirst by its wilting leaves. A bird communicates danger through a different tone and sounds. Michael Cohen writes in his book Reconnecting with Nature, “Our alarming negative social and environmental indicators show that we suffer because we are nature deficient. We can learn to hear attractive and wise sensory messages from nature within and around us. We can learn how to consider them and respond to their creative guidance. But if you listen hard you will not hear nature saying the word salt. It says the word love. It says we suffer a lack of natural love and it says how and where that love may be found”.

 It is challenging to trust nature’s language and be present for its messages. Indeed for most it is hard to let go of our industrialized mindsets long enough to let go of our own preconceived thoughts and let Nature through. However, when we did just that, the results were not only surprisingly similar, but very powerful and thought provoking.
To Reconnect with Nature:
To re-establish our connection Dr Cohen has developed a very simple but powerful process. When this process is used consistently it has the capability of producing a deeper understanding of the natural world and our place in it.
The process is as follows:

· Go outside to a natural area or if necessary even to a potted plant.
Nature is all based on the natural law of attraction, so move to an area that seems attractive to you.

· Once there ask the area for permission to be there and to interact with it.

Then be there and be aware. 

· If it feels uncomfortable be responsive and move on to another place. Nature may be telling you that this is not a place you should be right now.

Once you have received permission and you will know. Suspend all your current beliefs and stories and let nature teach you again.

Don’t discount the feelings, they are real and powerful reminders of our connection.

· Take time to absorb what you have experienced

· Write down your experience

Once we take time to reconnect with nature, we will see that we are all created and sustained by the same force. Call it God, Sensory wisdom or love. There is a web of life that connects us to each other and all that is. The Web’s strength is its diversity.

Reframe and retell our stories

The way most of us live our lives is a result of our new brain’s interpretation of the stories we are told and tell ourselves.

Our stories can help us grow and understand our world and ourselves or they can distort the truth. They can tell us we are not worthy. We are ugly, we are not smart enough, they can grip us in fear, build walls around us and immobilize us to such an extent that we surrender our very lives to the lies these stories contain.

It is important to realize that when somebody activates these stories, but more importantly, it is critical to realize that when we accept these stories, we separate ourselves from each other, nature and our source. It is these stories of separation that we need to rewrite by retelling them from our new experiences.

Writing down our experiences will help us reframe and retell them from a new connected perspective.

Our experiences

 The following pages explore, validate and confirm the powerful impact that use of the “Natural Systems Thinking Process (NSTP) and reconnecting with nature has had on me and my Interact team. We endeavored to reconnect with nature and follow in the footsteps of those who have had the courage and insights to trust nature as our premier teacher.

Who is nature without labels? 

Below are some examples of what our Interact group experienced when we went to a natural area and asked, “Who are you without your labels”?

What I heard was:

As we await our first Tropical storm/Hurricane, (not sure which right now) I walked out into my shaded garden and just stood there. When I asked this special place for its help, I experienced a gentle breeze cooled the otherwise humid, hot day and a branch that hangs low from an oak, gently brushed my back. As always, I found myself breathing deeper 

When I asked who are you with out labels? 

I heard lots of responses, including, energy, light, warmth. A little confused I asked again and heard I am all that is real. Then as confirmation, I heard the call of a hawk followed by a cardinal’s song. 

Having a hard time with this, I went back outside and again asked the same question, this time I heard; I am a part of you. 

I then asked “If you “nature is all that is real, does that mean that man made things are not real. The answer I heard was they are real because they also are a part of me. 
While I need to reflect a bit more on this conversation, it does reinforce many of my beliefs and reinforces the connection and webstrings that all things share. 

When I asked who am I? I immediately heard you are what can be. The breeze picked up. As I sit here about 15 minutes later this truth is still resonating within me. I am in transition and looking for a new and meaningful path that will provide both purpose and a source of income. This simple message reinforced for me that I am the only thing that limits my dreams. It also reinforced what I had read in week. The stories we tell ourselves have a powerful impact on the energy we give off and absorb. 

Others in our group had similar experiences

Simon: 

After a long hike in the woods (where I did not do the activity), Tobi and I ended up walking around a big soccer field in the neighborhood, on the way back home. It was twilight time, with a crystal clear bluish sky, moving into the night, and a beautiful full moon rising into the night. A magical time, and one of my most favorite of the day. So I decided to connect with the sky and the moon, as I slowly walked around the field. I was immediately invited in. Who are you without the labels, I asked. The answers that came
back were interesting and beautiful: joy, everything, mystery. When I asked about myself, it took me a bit of time to hear the answers, as I kept being distracted and un-centered. Yet, the answer came clearly, when it did - energy, love. I sensed it, as suddenly my whole body became very warm, despite the chill outside. It was a very clear and tangible experience.


PJ

Before the storm everyone was talking about the weather reports on TV. I saw them but I didn't trust them. I stood in my yard and asked permission to visit with a spider. I hadn't seen any webs until that point. I was sensing a direction and followed it and I came upon a spider web. I intensely connected with that spider sharing my fear of the uncertainty of the storm, it was hard for the weather guys to predict the unorganized storm but first they predicted it would make landfall at Tampa. My connection with the spider told me that the storm would make landfall further south from Tampa and then come right up the state and bring a lot of water. This information was in the position of the spider in the web and the way the web was built. I have been studying spiders in connection with storms just before we had the 3 hurricanes in 2004. So I told some people what I knew of this spider. I trusted the spider completely and then I prepared for the storm just as nature would. I left any worries behind. I had some friends ask me if I wanted to evacuate to their places and I said "no, I'll be fine here." As the clouds began rolling in I asked, " man gave you the name Fay but who are you really, what are you?".....I heard, “we need a little cleaning up around here and the trees need help shedding." I stayed right here through the storm. Though it was long and the water was rising in my yard, I was expecting it. A friend with a 4 wheel drive called asking if I wanted her to come and get me and my 2 dogs and cat. I said I thought I would be alright and that Hannah and Lady (my dogs) were not worried at all. When I began to explain the storm coming to them, suddenly I stopped and said, oh, right, I'm sure you know more about the storm than I do". The tiresome duration of the storm brought that question "when will it end already?” Just when I thought it was over there came another rain band. I stood out in the rain and asked "who am I?” I felt no response. Then when the rain stopped again I was told it was over, that I had seen the last rain band....I asked, "How can I know that for sure?" Then birds started singing and flying to the bird feeder, I felt sure it was over. Then I heard, "you love us and we never left you, we love you too".

Thinking like nature

Humans, unlike nature relate to our environment based on stories. These stories can define who we are, what we are afraid of, what we love, and what and whom we like or dislike. These stories can provide us the ability to perform amazing feats or can reduce us to total inaction. Michael Cohen provides an example of this in Reconnecting with Nature when he says, “We train ourselves to know the world by what appears on our personal screen. Often we do not differentiate between the words and the stories that appear on the screen and the sensations and feelings that register there. For example if we are in a movie theater that presents a frightening murder story, we register the story in our sense of consciousness and we are frightened. It is as if a real murderer stalks us even though we know it is a story on a theater screen. 

Like the murder mystery, many times we react to a situation based on a story that is stored in our memory instead of being awake to what is actually happening in front of our faces. We base many of our decisions and put tremendous emotional stake in these stories.  For example, I invited a friend of mine that grew up in a major US city, to an evening program to reconnect with nature. She immediately told me that she doesn’t like to go out at night. When I questioned her further, I found out that she equated night with the danger of being robbed, mugged etc. All stories others told her while living in a major US City. The stories she had been told had robbed her of one of nature’s most beautiful time of day...
We know that we will always be a people of our stories so it is imperative that we begin to reframe them based on the new scientific information that is in alignment with nature’s truth. In doing so we will open ourselves to new frontiers where nature and man are connected.

As Albert Einstein so eloquently said, “A human is part of a whole, called by us the Universe. A part limited by time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as something separate from the rest – a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affections for a few persons nearest us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circles of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”  

In order to understand and to begin to think like nature it is necessary to allow nature to introduce itself and its parts to you. Our Interact group did so by going to a natural area, with a partner or by ourselves to interact with nature with senses we normally do not use. Devoid of sight, language and reason, we experienced nature with other senses such as smell, touch, texture and sound. Below are the experiences our Interact group reported.

Ed

I spent the session by myself. I was also at a retreat, not teaching but learning. I did this exercise in my yard this morning. I when I did each of the sensory experiences I asked and received permission. Closed my eyes and saw with my other senses: 

I first took off my shoes and after checking for fire ants, just stood and felt the ground with my feet: I experienced warmth of the ground, the softness of the sand and even noticed the textures as the sand, sticks and grass touched and pressed into my skin. 

I then moved to a large oak closed my eyes and touché its trunk, as stood there with my hands on the trees skin (bark) I felt its coarseness, its hardness but also felt the powerful energy that coursed through it. It almost felt like a heart beak as the energy flowed.
My third experience was to simply sit on the ground. As I sat there, I placed my hands on the ground and felt the ground with my fingers. As I moved my hands along the ground feeling, the combination of the cool moisture combined with the silky smoothness of the blades was enjoyable. When I ran my hands over the tops of the blades it almost tickled. 

My fourth experience was a Norfolk Pine. Its been like a friend to me bringing it from Virginia 12 years ago it has grown from a 8 inch sapling to about 14 foot tree with branches extending up to 6 feet out. AS I grasped its needles and ran my hands down it lengths I noticed the combination of softness and harness. 

I tried to open my eyes quickly for a second or less. I found that what I noticed most was the sense of color and depth.


Simon

I ended up doing the activity on my own, mainly because I was away on a retreat for a new group of students in a program I am teaching. During one of their solo activities, I went away as well, and wandered along the path in the woods, yet along the shores of the island. It was a sunny morning, yet it was still chilly, and I was called to go and find a sunny spot somewhere near the water. As I walked along, I saw an area of rocks, near the water, increasingly moving towards the light, and was called to go in that direction.

As I walked closer and closer to the water, I asked for a permission to join and spend some time there. Within two steps, a beautiful corner presented itself to me - like a large armchair, with an invitation to sit in comfort. I spent some time connecting with myself, and with the area, and with the morning sun, and with the sound of the waves.

I decided to focus on the sense of sound only, without moving around, and with my eyes closed, and had an interesting experience. The waves were gently lapping on the shore, and I became immersed in their sound. Yet, periodically, they sounded like someone walking along with flip-flops, and I kept opening my eyes every so often. This caused me to ponder the strength of my programming to the unnatural sounds (sounds of “civilization”) and how quickly my senses bring me to those sounds – even when I am in nature, immersed in the natural sounds. It seems as though I still have a long way to go with my NSTP learning...

PJ

I did this activity with my 4 leg companions Hannah and Lady. Right as it got dark I sat on my deck with my eyes closed for a while. I heard the symphony of the secadias, one area of the forest to my right they buzzed for several minutes and stopped, then to my left others seemed to be sounding in response for several minutes. They kept going back and forth like a musical in a way. Then far down the road I heard one dog howl like a wolf then one by one coming my way another dog howled in until there sounded like a chorus of dogs howling in a sort of harmony, then all at once they stopped completely. Then I asked my girls to walk with me in the yard and I think they thought I was saying we were going for a walk, so they got all excited. I wanted to walk around a safe part of the yard away from obstacles, and its dark by now, with my eyes closed trusting their lead. What a trip!!! It was incredible really! I walked very slowly, eyes closed, dogs walking in front of me and I followed them by listening to their breathing. The farthest they went in front of me was about 15 feet and they'd come back to me and touch my legs, I'd run my hands over them and they kept doing this the entire time. Once I opened my eyes just to make sure that I wasn't going to run into anything, brief moment of lacking trust. I was for the most part trusting the dogs wouldn't walk into benches, chairs hammocks anyway. I kept following them by their breathing. Every time they came back to me it felt like reassurance. I felt every muscle in their bodies as I petted them and they felt strong, making me feel safe. I listened to the grass under my feet as I walked. The air smelled moist and clean. Once I stood still feeling the wind in my hair and I touched my face and I immediately felt small. I touched my hands and arms and I felt small like a child in a big place. That was an incredible sensation that I just can't describe. I continued to follow the dogs and then I sensed something and I reached out and there was the fence. I opened my eyes, the dogs had walked me around the yard and to the gate...they still thought they were going for a walk, I guess. 

While each of our experiences were different, we all found that once we no longer had use of our sight and had to trust our other senses, our stories didn’t hold the grip on us they once had. We also learned that the loss of sight actually activated other senses that normally are secondary. This increased the depth of the experience and helped us to discover those other attractions that are veiled by our primary sense of sight 

Waking up to what is real

Are our feelings about nature real, and verifiable? Science has discovered that our subconscious really can’t differentiate between what is real and what is imagined. 
That is why it is so critical to our evolution that we humans reconnect with the rest of the world with the senses we don’t usually use or have ignored and begin to reconnect and get back into alignment. Utilizing those senses that we don’t usually use can be comfortable, peaceful, but it can also be the opposite, especially if it is the first time. Regardless of the immediate feelings it is always insightful. 

Simon reported:
 I asked the area for a permission to join in, and almost immediately saw several moss plants moving around, telling me to “come and play with us.” I was called to one particular tree, and spent time in a beautiful connection with him (definitely him, though a young one). Then I closed my eyes, and moved around, gently walking among the other trees and connecting with them (an interesting experience in and out of itself). They were all different, and had different conversations with me. Eventually, I came back and reconnected with “my tree,” finding him by the sensations and the energetic connection we established at the beginning of the activity.
While it was clearly different (as I don’t do it regularly), it was comfortable, peaceful, and playful

While Karin indicated: 
I felt like I was in a completely different place....a place very unfamiliar to me and just walking in total darkness. It was not a comfortable feeling. I was walking on step at a time to be sure not to trip on any sticks, rocks, etc., I felt disoriented...when I opened my eyes and tried to back to the same tree...it was pointed out to me that I chose the wrong tree, it was much harder than I thought it would be. There is certainly a difference in sensory perception when the eyes are closed. I began to rely on my other senses while the eyes were closed, touch, sound; smell became more exaggerated during the process. 


Natural Attractions -The earth’s Energy
As science is discovering everything is energy, everything is moving. Even the rocks, soil and what appear to be inanimate objects create and emit energy. When we stop and open our consciousness to the natural world we begin to see the natural attractions and our connections to everything.  I experienced these phenomena while attending a Native American sweat loge. Sitting in a natural area I just sat on the ground and grasped the grass while I held my breath. When I let my breath out it felt like I was breathing into the grass itself my breath. As I continued to breath it was almost like the grass and I were one organism. As I breathed out the grass breathed in. There was a mutual attraction that connected me with the grass and even the earth itself. This feeling carried over into the lodge. And just amplified the feeling of connection 

I later grasped an empty water bottle I did not get the reward of connection I got from the grass.  Through this experience I found:

· That when we are connected, nature will lead us to the solution. 

· We can amplify these feelings by consciously focusing on our attractions 

· When interacting with man-made objects, they don’t have the same the energy I found in nature 

Other interact participants noted:
“It was really interesting to see this picture of interdependence of everything, and think about the connection between me and the tree. How we really depend on each other, in a way that is quite oblivious to me (or was, until the activity). Being able to keep the awareness of this interdependence, for the time of the exercise, was a beautiful experience.”

“Without my sense of respiration I cannot experience the webstring attraction of smell. The natural world provides the basis for healthy relationship based on reciprocity. Laboratory made “knock-offs” of nature do not enhance my feelings of Love and connection with Nature”

Nature replenishes and restores our energy
The fact that Nature nourishes us and can restore and enhance our health has been illustrated in many ways. We need sunshine for our health. The sun, rain, minerals in the soil is absorbed into plants to give us food. When we go on vacation, most of us head to nature. Our beaches are packed on sunny warm days.  Many even choose to sleep on the ground in a tent, just to be closer to nature and the experiences and peace that it can bring. When we are conscious of this need we have to be in nature and reconnect we can reap even greater benefits. I experienced this during one of our activities.

I was a first just enjoying a cooler than normal morning. I was relaxed but really unfocused. I then, started to repeat the word unity, I reached into the water, and was immediately attracted to and rewarded with to the coolness of the water, The shimmering silver of the waves, the blueness of the ski, the greenness of the trees, the sense of the air as it passed across my body, my sense of calm, peace and awareness. Looking up at that point I saw 3 crows flying with one behind the other almost as in formation. They were all jut soaring on the currents, then one by one cut out of the formation and went their separate ways. I thought to myself this is nature’s air-show. 

Later lying on the shore, feeling good and relaxed enjoyed the breeze, and a sense of peace. Repeating the word Unity again, I immediately attracted my dog Smokey who started licking my face and nudging me to play. After a time of play, sitting, I again repeated Unity. Looking down I was attracted to small purple flowers on weeds that make my lawn home, Repeating unity again, I noticed an ant waking across my foot, then continued on its way. Not thinking until afterwards how I had ignored my normal instincts of swatting it off my foot. Lying down again, I was rewarded with a sense of connection to the earth, the sky, the wind and the sun and all the senses they invoke. 

Finally sitting on my screened patio, I watched a storm move across the lake. I quietly repeated unity and was rewarded with a fresh breeze, the sense of strength and cleansing, as the wind shook the trees of all the dead material and the rain washed the landscape clean. Even thee colors softened to soft grays giving u a little relief from the brightness of the sun. 


Another participant indicated: 
“As I wandered through, I kept alternating between the “unity” and “connection” words. Every time I would stop and connect with an aspect of Nature, like a bunch of grass, or a piece of a log, or a spider web, or a few flowers, I would have the experience of that aspect/element coming to life. It would look like waves are moving through it (much like the beginning of The Matrix), reaching to me and engaging me in that wave-like flowing motion. I was not an “outside observer” any more; rather, an integral part of what I was witnessing and feeling…The key thing that stands out for me here is how the world around me takes a whole different dimension and includes me when I slow down and open myself up to it.”


Another experienced:

“Because we've had no measurable rain since May the water was very low. We were able to walk close to the waters edge as the wind blew and the sun shone on us from a clear blew sky. Mountains and Pines and Rock formations surrounded us creating a basin of security and a container for Love. As we walked I switched between consciously saying "Unity" and just walking and enjoying. I became aware of the difference which was not immediately available because natural environments are usually attractive. I began to sense the difference as one of focus and an increased caring and connection with all I saw...the Light and Wind on the Water, the Geese wary of our approach, the Killdeer peeping and running ahead of us, the wind on my face, the laughter of the Boy Scout group, the soft Earth of a recently receded shoreline beneath my feet, the Red tail Hawk which allowed a close viewing, the Stellar Blue Jay who announced our presence loudly, and the Golden Mantle Chipmunks that scurried for safety among the rocks. As I repeated "Unity" I became One with all Creation...I belonged. When I walked without "unity consciousness" I lacked the focused attention much like driving and suddenly having no recollection as to how I got to this place…To gain the deepest connection with Nature I must intentionally engage. Nature's community is constantly engaged and aware of new introductions (me)into it's environment. My enjoyment increases in direct proportion to my focused attention”



Conclusion

Nature is always there waiting for us to notice. It is always patient, never judging always available to us. It can provide healing, insights into our personal problems as well as society’s issues. It relaxes us, nourishes us, feeds us and teaches us. We live in an interdependent society made up of millions of living entities all living in balance. It is only when we upset the balance and don’t treat all living things with the honor and respect all life deserves that we begin to notice our ecosystem suffering. Whenever things are out of balance, all suffer. Once species may do well for a short time due to the lack of natural controls but nature in its ever ceasing need for balance will correct the situation. Over population leads to disease, starvation, etc. until balance is again restored. We humans are a part of nature and nature’s laws also apply to us. It only takes one look at the local and national news to see that nature is working even now to try to regain balance. Stories of war, famine, new stories of feared pandemics dominate the news. All these indicators show us we are seriously out of balance.  

We are reminded by many of our indigenous elders, scientists, and teachers from many generations and cultures that we are all connected. When we abuse one of the parts of the whole the entire earth is impacted. Many look at the short term picture and can see no impact of their nature disconnected way of life. Others are blinded by the illusion that making more money will somehow isolate them from the potential impact of looking at nature as a commodity to be used up.

We have a choice. We can look to our Government and others to cure the ills of our disconnected world, or we can look to the wisdom of nature, the only social structure that produces no garbage, has developed intricate methods to sustain it and allow it to adapt. 
I believe the only sane path available to us is a change in our collective consciousness. 

The first step is to start by reconnecting with nature and honoring and respecting all life, we have the opportunity to tap into a source of abundant energy, power, knowledge and health. It will allow us to be part of the solution, heal our wounds, find the peace, joy, love and the understanding that can only come when we release all our preconceived notions, let go of our egoic new brain thinking and analyzing and let nature teach.  

We find, as I did one summer day. It was quiet with vultures circling high above the lake instead of jet skis circling round and round in the lake. As I floated in the cool water, I asked permission to learn and be taught. I then slowly let the attractions guide me. The vultures were my first attraction. The bird attraction, brought to mind the sense of freedom and peace. The effortless soaring of the 10 birds, higher and higher with what appeared little effort was like a choreographed dance. I then turned my attention to the lake and said water connection, as the sun danced off the water, turtles heads popped to the surface, the sensation of the water on my skin, evoked a feeling of oneness, the water and I were part of each other. I then looked at some wild plants on the shoreline, the bright yellow flowers contrasted to the shinning the water, almost the color of an abalone shell. Feather like leaves of the taller plants in the back contrasted with the tall pines behind them. When the wind blew they all moved in unison. This plant connection evoked a sensation that everything was in the right place, moving together, with the wind the conductor.

Seeing each of these connections helped me focus on the sensations and educated the Nature loving connected part of me that our attractions can be trusted. Their messages are always dependable and just as it is easy for us to create separation; it is equally easy to create a strong connection. 
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