


CHAPTER SIX 

Innovations in 
Ecospiritual 
Practice 

Spirituality is a mode of being in which not only the 
divine and the human commune with each other but 
through which we discover ourselves in the universe and 
the universe discovers itself in us. 
-Thomas Berry, The Sacred Universe: Earth, Spirituality,

and Religi,on in the Twenty-First Century 

Just as greening spiritual practice requires imagination and thinking 
outside the box of traditional expressions of religious ritual and cere
mony and devotional engagement with sacred texts and concepts, so 
do innovations occurring outside such traditions. Deep ecology as a 
self-understanding of humanity as thoroughly a part of our natural 
world requires that we implement our special gifts as humans, such 
as self-reflection, imagination, and empathy, to respond to the ways 
the natural world offers us lessons in how to be human. One thinker 
especially important in applying the insights of biomimicry to human 
change and social transformation is adrienne maree brown. 1 Biomim
icry refers to design details drawn from the natural world. Engineers 
use principles discerned from patterns in the natural world to stream
line aerodynamics and to improve forms of human transportation 
and habitation. Though this might be a novel adaptation within 
scientific modeling, our growth as human beings within our spiri
tual dimensions has always drawn from examples in our neighbors' 
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requires that a person slow down and intentionally engage their sen
sory perception of the sylvan world and regard presence in the forest 
as therapeutic. The Council of All Beings draws on the imagination 
and the conviction that there is a creaturely continuity between 
human and all life on Earth allowing us to live more fully into our 
identity as members of the Earth community come to conscious
ness. As Thomas Berry writes, "The Earth is acting in us whenever 
we act."4 According to Berry, Earth has even "[taken] a certain 
amount of control of itself in its human mode of being." 5 This 
identification of the human species as a form of the universe or 
Earth come to self-consciousness invites us to new and exciting self
understanding and use of our unique skills to repair the damage we 
have done on Earth so far. 

ZERO WASTE AS ECOSPIRITUAL PRACTICE 

Zero waste is a concept used by manufacturers to explain how by
products emerging from the manufacturing process are repurposed 
to ends that allow them not to be wasted. In the early decades of 
the twenty-first century, individuals in households have adopted this 
ideal to frame their own activities of use and repurposing. A principal 
proponent of this practice is Bea Johnson, a California mother whose 
book, blog, videos, and appearances to international communities 
have enabled the practice to be adopted by a wide variety of people 
all over the world. One reason this practice has emerged and been 
adopted so quickly is practitioners' use of social media and online 
community tools to collaborate with one another by sharing ideas and 
resources. Another reason also draws from online tools: the visibility 
of waste. Many of us may not live near enough to a landfill to really see, 
marvel at, or feel concerned about how much waste we routinely 
deposit there. But others who do have such experiences have shared 
their experiences online. Further, those who live near unofficial pol
luted sites have also made these degraded places in nature visible to 
the rest of us so that we might do something about it. 
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bodily health, as well as mediating health to our ecosystems. Another 
activity, such as the choice of clothing we purchase and wear, might 
involve thinking about the waste incurred by having to care for and 
maintain such items and opting for possibilities that will not require 
wasteful practices of water use or cleaning products. Waste in trans
portation choices can be eliminated as we make decisions about walk
ing or biking in areas close to us or making one's trips to other places 
efficient by grouping them in one day. 

Scientists affirm the precept that "in nature, nothing is created and 
nothing is destroyed, but everything is transformed."8 Nature models 
an overabundance of resources, and though some aspects of it may 
seem wasteful, there is a reason, for instance, a fruit tree will pro
duce more blossoms than become fruit. Such abundance expresses the 
means by which reproduction will occur, and in some ways, our own 
processes have gotten away from such sensibilities when we focus on 
scarcity. However, we are invited to be mindful that our natural sys
tems are closed and whatever we throw away goes somewhere and is 
stored there until it breaks down and is reintegrated into another part 
of our natural systems. In the case of some substances, this breakdown 
can take centuries or even millennia. Fortunately, humans are learn
ing from nature how nature disposes of surplus and how everything is 
fundamentally recycled. What one element of an ecosystem does not 
need anymore another might use. We can see this balancing out in 
the simple reciprocal action of respiration that plants and breathing 
creatures share in: breathing in oxygen that plants provide for us, we 
then breathe out the carbon dioxide those plants need. Many trees 
lose leaves seasonally to enter a period of preparation for new growth, 
and their leaves provide nourishment for soils that feed other inhab
itants of a forest, for instance. These models might help us calibrate 
what forms of waste we tolerate creating in our own lives and what we 
refrain from creating. 

For Christians, the truth of transformation implicit in the prac
tice of zero waste also resonates with resurrection. For Buddhists, a 
similar resonance may occur between zero waste and reincarnation. 
Attending to the cycles of renewal that our own bodies experience 
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community. Something about human identity has been and is being 
wounded when not in touch with fundamental aspects of the natural 
world as sacred. Restoring that connection is understood to lead to 
a healing of one's woundedness and thus to constitute therapy rather 
than bathing or cleansing onesel£ 

An important aspect of forest therapy is that the forest is the ther
apist, not the person who might guide one through a forest therapy 
session. The forest setting is primarily responsible for the healing 
work that occurs when people slow down to engage their senses in the 
sylvan setting. The guide, certified or otherwise, is trained in lead
ing others to slow down and to use their senses-two activities that 
might be thought to be natural to us and yet so often are not-and 
so guides I know are very careful to identify themselves as forest 
therapy guides and not forest therapists themselves, leaving the work 
of therapy to the forest. 

Kimberly Ruffin, a licensed forest therapy guide, writes about the 
drawing together of the Christian church community and the forest 
space as holy in her essay "Bodies of Evidence: A Forest Therapy 
Guide Finds Her Church."9 In this essay, Ruffin claims, "Faith is the 
method we use to support the spirit of our human animality," and 
she says, "Nature is my church, and church is in my nature." Both 
of these claims help us think beyond the places where we typically 
locate faith expression and also contest the distinction between the 
human and our sacred earth home. In an online article, Ruffin also 
offers guidance to an experience of forest therapy that requires us 
to pay close attention to the ways our senses apprehend the natu
ral world and locate us in a life-giving relationship of belonging. 10 

Notably, though "therapy" has in a sense taken the place of "bathing" 
in terms of this practice's recognition, the refreshing immersion that 
bathing suggests can also resonate with what therapy accomplishes 
for a person. 

Much of what occurs during a forest therapy session involves 
focusing in on key sensory ways of engaging the natural world-by 
attending to texture and movements that one sees, small or large, or 
by listening to sounds close to one or farther away and noting the 
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therapy with a guide, part of the time spent together in a small group 
has involved eating foods like dried fruits or nuts that come from 
trees, nibbling on wood sorrel, and drinking tea brewed with pine 
needles or some other dimension of the particular forest in which 
therapy was unfolding. For many Christians and other people of 
faith, this ingestion of a meal together may parallel what they cele
brate together in a liturgical setting. It also reminds us of the ways in 
which we are nourished quite physically, just as we are psychologically 
and spiritually, by the forest as the forest becomes us and we live out 
the forest's life in our own bodies. John Muir wrote presciently of this 
engagement in a letter about "Lord Sequoia," whose blood or wine he 
consumed sacramentally. He seemed to mean the presence of the trees 
and mountains and other creatures intoxicated him, and his ecstatic 
sensibility of transposing going to church to an attitude of responsive 
fidelity to the forest and mountains that called him can inform our 
own apprehension of the sacred. "There is balm in these leafy Gile
ads," Muir claimed. "Sick or successful, come suck Sequoia and be 

saved." 12 Just as Muir modeled an awareness of the forest's therapeutic 
nature, so may we become increasingly aware of the larger dimensions 
of this space that can heal as we spend time in forests. Further, that 
other sacred spaces like the coastline or prairies or desert also promote 
healing when engaged to the fullest extent through our sensory expe
riences renders an openness to those places and ways we can experi
ence healing. That forests offer a privileged place of healing may draw 
from trees' long-standing association with shrines. The sacred groves 
of long ago are being again restored in our collective memory as we 
encounter the diverse communities living in forests and experience the 
unique respite such spaces offer. 

THE COUNCIL OF ALL BEINGS 

The Council of All Beings is a ritual developed by Joanna Macy and 
John Seed to enable participants to experience their own creaturely 
continuity with other beings and to access the wisdom these other 
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as animals told in the Jataka tales must have also informed the cre

ation of this ritual. 14 The reading of 7he Once and Future King to 
inform her approach to this ecospiritual practice is unusual certainly, 
but it also allows us to think about the sources of our own under
standing and practice: fiction might inspire, maternal and family life 
might inspire. We might be surprised by the places in our own lives 
that yield some kind of new thinking for creating and reframing 
ecospiritual practice. 

The Council of All Beings is a ritual integrating human ecodespair 
at the condition of our natural world while also empowering partic
ipants to live more fully their embodied dimension of the universe 
itself. They work from a premise that values "thinking like a moun
tain," a phrase coined by Aldo Leopold that means valuing the inter
ests of the biotic community, inclusive of the human, rather than the 
interests of just the human. In fact, the Council of All Beings arose 
from Macy's work with developing a set of "Despair and Empower
ment" rituals that require or invite participants to acknowledge their 
deep grief at what is happening to our earth home and concurrently 
empower them to act anew as members enlivened to their identities 
and to their capacities to live in ways that would not necessarily con
tribute to the devastation of Earth. 

Instructions for the Council of All Being appear in an abbreviated 

description in Joanna Macy's World as Lover, World as Self.15 Fuller 
instructions for hosting a retreat or a gathering of individuals to pre
pare for and enact a ritual of the Council of Beings can be found in 

7hinking Life a Mountain: Towards a Council of All Beings by Joanna 
Macy with John Seed, Pat Fleming, and Arne Naess. 16 Stages of prepa
ration for the council involve mourning, telling stories and meditat
ing on deep time, and honoring endangered and extinguished species. 
Then one lets a life-form choose one for representation at the council, 
one engages one's creativity to make a mask that would allow one to 
visually represent the life-form at the council that has chosen them, 
and one speaks for that life-form at the council. The council involves 
participants taking turns alternately speaking for the life-form that 
has chosen them and being a human who receives the words of other 
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us of the green lens we explored when engaging the Judeo-Christian 
Scriptures. Here, we look about the world and pay attention to what 
draws our compassion and listen for what that life-form has to tell 
us about ourselves even from the midst of that creature's pain. We 
already have access to this information, but drawing on our capacities 
to imagine and empathize, we more readily evoke insights for the 
work of repairing the world. This practice thus enables participants to 
rewild their imaginations by considering what life is like from another 
point of view that, despite being different from a human point of 
view, taps into some parts of our consciousness able to identify and 
empathize with other life-forms. Another student, Madison, writes, 
beginning with a litany of negative human impacts on the life of this 
creature, 

Dams block my travels. Overfishing prevents my prolifera
tion. Logging erodes the banks of the streams and ruins the 
shade that keeps them cool. Toxic pollution from pesticides, 
fertilizer, waste dumping, and boats accumulates in my cells 
and biomagnifies through the natural beings who consume 
me. Humans try to help by farming hatchery salmon, but this 
destroys the resilience of my community more. Genetic varia
tion is key to the survival of any species. When more than half 
of our population comes from the same hatchery fish, there 
are fewer mutations in our genome that are required for the 
adaptations needed to persist through ecosystem disruptions. 

Nonetheless, humans can learn from our ways of living 
to help them make the changes necessary for ours, as well as 
the entire Earth's, survival. The most notable feature of our 
lives is our dedication to returning to our roots. The wonder I 
hold around how I am able to swim to an entirely new place 
and find my way home through the rapids can be uplifting. 
Humans should strive to return back to their roots of how to 
live in touch with nature. Humans once respected and honored 
nature. That respect and honor has been lost in their current 
ways of living, but that doesn't mean they can't return to that 
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