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Natural Bridges: On Becoming Conscious Centers of Community

Jenne Sluder

Abstract

The path of modernization has had a devastating impact on the human experience of meaningful relationship. Clearly symptomatic of the lifestyle westernization espouses, contemporary society exhibits overwhelming indications of a collective psychological malaise characterized by a pervasive sense of isolation, fragmentation, despair and cynicism. This malaise shadows a desperate longing for reintegration into the participatory nature of existence—a renewal of cultural priorities that foster a sense of wholeness, belonging, intimacy, and accountability to the life that surrounds and supports the human journey. This paper explores the essence and function of the human experience of community—its social, ecological and spiritual underpinnings—as a compass for discovering new and ancient ways of coming together at a time when so much is at stake. 

And so let us say that a whole thing

 is anything worth preserving

 plus its preserving context.  

Let us call the preserving context a community, 

for that is the name of the having-in-common

 that does in fact preserve us.

  And let us understand

 that we must never allow our thoughts or wishes

 to separate the community from its habitat,

 or from its economy, which is its way of living in its habitat, 

or from its culture, which is its way of remembering

 where it is

 and how to live there. 

 –Wendell Berry

Introduction


The creation stories of the Apache proclaim that “in the beginning is everything that is going to be, so when things are disappearing and people are getting lost, you must go back to the beginning where everything is to reignite the potential of life” (Meade, 2007). This cyclical perspective is starkly contrasted by the linear insistence of modernity that assumes current problems rest on the flaws and ignorance of the past, solutions are achieved by seeking new data and technologies, and that progress resides evermore in the future. But when we speak of meaningful community in the modern world, it seems more the case that things are disappearing, that people are getting lost, and that ignorance and suffering are growing in proportion to the forward trampling of knowledge and ways of being that bejeweled humanity’s origins.


Modernization depletes both natural and cultural resources. It is to the cultural wealth of our species and to the natural splendors of our planet that we belong. As our worldview becomes more technocentric, industrialized and intellectually abstract, the organic wisdom that these riches engender becomes more obscured. Today, to speak of ideals anchored in the past such as ‘community,’ one must be very specific and reach back into the roots of it to rediscover the original intent beneath modernity’s hasty distortions. What is meant by the word “community” in the current context of something felt to be missing by many? What has been lost? How has it not thrived? How now can it thrive? Where must we journey in order to reignite the potential of life?

What is Community?


There is an ever-widening gap between the modern use of the term ‘community’ and the actual human experience of community. In his book, The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace, M. Scott Peck— psychiatrist, theologian and founder of The Foundation for Community Encouragement—asserts that our understanding of the concept of ‘community’ must have the breadth and depth of our psychological longing for it:

In our culture of rugged individualism—in which we generally feel that we dare 
not be honest about ourselves, even with the person in the pew next to us—we 
bandy around the word “community.” We apply it to almost any collection of 
individuals—a town, a church, a synagogue, a fraternal organization, an 
apartment complex, a professional association—regardless of how poorly those 
individuals communicate with each other. It is a false use of the word. If we are 
going to use the word meaningfully we must restrict it to a group of individuals 
who have learned how to communicate honestly with each other, whose 
relationships go deeper than their masks of composure, and who have developed 
some significant commitment to “rejoice together, mourn together,” and to 
“delight in each other, make others’ conditions our own” (1998, p. 59).

For Peck, the experience of community is, by value, meaningful—meaning that is elucidated through honesty, authenticity, commitment, shared pain and joy, mutual aid and fellowship. The term ‘community’ then, is not one that we should be willing to assign to any random aggregate of individuals, as we forge through a time of isolation. 

The word ‘community’ shares roots with the words ‘communion’, ‘communication’ and ‘commitment’ and within the word we find the word ‘unity’. These linguistic links are descriptive of the function and essence of community. A functional congregation of individuals is drawn together by sustained and mutually beneficial interactions. Such interdependence has been foundational to the forming of our universe, readily apparent in the observation of our planet’s ecosystems—perhaps pointing to the very essence of our human tendency toward community (Swimme, 1999). The ecological definition of community is “a group of interdependent organisms inhabiting the same region and interacting with each other” (American heritage dictionary of the English language, 2006). It is not surprising that the recent emergence of the scientific field of Ecology has made such a significant impact on the psyche of a culture starved of the fruits of interdependence.  


The contemporary sociological definition of ‘community’ has been diluted to “a group of people living in the same locality” or “a group of people who share common interests” (American heritage dictionary of the English language, 2006). Along the march of modern history, the function of community as a mutually-nourishing, life-sustaining force has become less and less relevant (Plotkin, 2008). The modern way of life prides itself on self-sufficience as human individuals superiorly distinguished from the natural universe. Nature is perceived to be no more than the setting in which our lives take place, an inanimate store of resources at our disposal. Human relationship is derived from this sterile view of nature as primarily a means of commerce and entertainment established within a structure of hierarchical social roles (Plotkin, 2008). 


Moonstruck with our capacity for individualization, academic abstraction, technological advancement, and industrial production—the modern agenda has run brazenly ahead of the pace and limits set by the natural world, scoffing at the cultures that revere it. The results are terrifying as we witness and are subjected to the devastation of the human soul and the life-systems of our planet. We have recklessly underestimated and undermined the cohesion that interdependence employs to sustain life. 


Nicanor Perlas, a farmer from the Philippines, was appointed chair of a United Nations committee whose task was to create a comprehensive list of the most defining issues facing the human race today. Several countries responded to surveys that asked as the final question, “What is wrong in the world?” The overwhelming response was categorized into four lists documenting the most pressing problems across the nations of the globe. For each category, the committee deliberated to identify a single word that encompassed the nature of the issues. For Culture they chose the word: “Rootless.” Politics: “Voiceless.” Economics: “Ruthless.” Environment: “Futureless.”  Finally, they endeavored to boil down the nature of the issue underlying all four categories to one all-encompassing word. The word they chose was: MEANINGLESS (Meade, 2004). 


The United Nations report suggests that humanity’s relationship to “meaning” plays a direct role in guiding and sustaining the healthy functioning of communities. Cultural ecologist David Abram asserts, “[Truth] is in accord with a right relation between people and their world. Statements and beliefs that foster violence toward the land, ways of speaking that enable the impairment or ruination of the surrounding field of beings, can be described as false…A civilization that relentlessly destroys the living land it inhabits is not well acquainted with truth, regardless of how many supposed facts it has amassed regarding the calculable properties of the world” (1996, p. 264). 


The meaningful web of community—in both its functional capacities and its relational sustenance—has everything to offer a world struggling for wholeness. M. Scott Peck ambitiously suggests, “In and through community lies the salvation of the world” (Shaffer & Anundsen, 2005, p. vii). Could it be that the revival of healthy community can reignite the potential of life? Peck goes on to say, “Very simply, our organizations and institutions, reflecting the prevailing ‘ethic’ of rugged individualism, are no longer working. Look around. The old society is dying. If you join the community movement, your existence may not be any easier, but it will be more alive” (Shaffer & Anundsen, 2005, p. viii). 

The Experience of Community

The modern world is a place of intense commotion. The setting and characters of our lives are altered at great speed in comparison to a mere century ago when simple lifestyle choices such as geographical fidelity were feasible. Malidoma Somé is an initiated elder and diviner who traveled to the West as a representative of a small indigenous village in Burkina Faso, Africa to teach and facilitate community-enhancing rituals. Regarding the issue of creating community in a “rootless” world, he states:

 
The hunger for community is the most difficult subject to address, because it 
arises within a society that is established against a village type of community, and 
because participation in a community is a precondition for true healing, for a 
sense of belonging that satisfies…Among the most frequent questions asked by 
seminar and workshop participants are questions about how to form communities 
that work. People talk of “intentional communities” they once belonged to but 
that brought them more harm than before, and they wonder why community is so 
much needed and yet so hard to achieve (1998, p. 294).
Living amidst such paradox exacts great creativity. This paper proposes no simple, clear-cut solutions. To the contrary, it is my belief that although we must look to more rooted cultures of the past and present to better understand the contexts and principles by which community thrives, the strength and authenticity of the communities we create will hinge on our courage to draw from our own unique well of instincts, imagination, and resources as the people who authored and who intimately maneuver the imbalances of the industrialized world. 


Carolyn Shaffer and Kristin Anundsen explore in great detail the challenges of contemporary community in their ambitious book Creating Community Anywhere: Finding Support and Connection in a Fragmented World. They conclude, “The kind of community that works for the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of a new millennium is quite different from what worked for your grandparents and your ancestors before them” (2005, p. xv). The premise of this paper asserts that the major discrepancy in the thriving of contemporary community lies in a necessary shift from structurally-bound community to relationally-informed community. The logistics of a physically stable community have become elusive. The common cry is specifically for a sense of community. Even in our use of language, we have surrendered unconsciously to the need for the essence of community to transcend fixed ideas of how the experience of community must operate logistically.


Where once we were unavoidably bound to one another and the land, through technology and industry we now have a choice. We have endless opportunities to exchange friends, co-workers and lovers; we can elude family, withdraw socially and adventure to foreign landscapes. Yet this capacity has proven to be as unsettling as it is liberating, exacting substantial costs psychically and ecologically. M. Scott Peck asserts: 


…We must recognize that we live in a time in which our need for community 
has itself become critical…We can keep on pretending that 
this is not so. We can 
continue refusing to face the crisis until the day when we individually and 
collectively destroy ourselves and our planet. We can avoid community until the 
end. Or we can wake up to…our lives and begin to take the 
steps necessary to 
save them (1998, p. 81).
Foundational to more advanced themes such as inclusivity, harmony, and diversity, lies the basic need in our culture for a fundamental recollection of the primal value intimate relationship holds in the overarching context of our lives. Its primacy elicits from us pivotal revelations regarding the nature of fidelity, reciprocity and accountability—crucial to deepening our sense of belonging and ensuring sustainability and survival. 


I am not suggesting that we return strictly to the lifestyle of village days—we cannot. I am suggesting that we reapply the wisdom of its priorities and discover new relevance. Distinguished writer and conservationist Scott Russell Sanders asserts:

We could re-imagine ourselves as inhabitants rather than tourists, cultivating a 
stronger sense of place, learning about the land, its natural and human history, and 
the needs of our communities. We could decide to stay put, in our houses and 
neighborhoods, unless we have compelling reasons to move. We could think hard 
before we jump in a car or an airplane and zoom off, making sure each trip is 
worth what it costs the earth. Instead of rushing about, we could slow down, 
  
center down, and open ourselves to the five rivers of the senses.



What endures? What lifts our hearts? What do we possess in abundance? 
Our truly abundant resources are mostly intangible, difficult to describe and 
impossible to measure, and among them are love, beauty, skill, compassion, 
community, fidelity, simplicity, and wildness. Through cruelty or carelessness we 
can destroy the conditions that nurture these powers, but the powers themselves 
are not used up in our experience of them (1999, p. 187-188).
Because community no longer occurs intrinsically we must care enough to acknowledge its claim on us. We must cultivate the potential for community to happen in every moment of our lives. The structures of sustainable community in the 21st century will emerge (and is emerging) as we boldly clear the way for new growth.

Psychologist Arthur Gladstone asserts, “I no longer see community as…a specific structure. I think of it as an attitude and a process. It is understanding and practicing interdependence, recognizing that we need one another for everything that makes life worthwhile and even for survival itself” (Shaffer & Anundsen, 2005, p. 36). If we find that our sustenance, what’s more our very survival, is hinged upon an urgent response to the cry for a sense of community in a “rootless” world, we must rise to the challenge of facing our own resistance to belonging, even and especially if it means sacrificing our most cherished implements of isolation.
The Machine and The Soul


Convenience. Control. Security. Excess. Comfort. Dominion. Autonomy. To a great extent, these aspirations are mere illusion against the backdrop of a cosmos much larger and more powerful than the audacities of our human might. Yet, with our great imagination and will, we have managed to tinker with natural forces in such a way as to manufacture these things. Manufacture not only in the sense of producing by machine but also as a means of fabrication—a deception. For in doing so we tamper with the greater scheme of things—isolating particular resources for our own consumption at the expense of natural processes that support our very existence, ignoring natural ways of being that ensure our sanity and the survival of other living beings—in ways we are only beginning to comprehend.


The modern agenda is resistant of, and acts counter to, the overarching design of interdependence, captured disturbingly in the phrase ‘rugged individualism’. And, yes, the results are rugged. We lose something of ourselves, a deeply integral part of the human identity in relationship with the rhythms and countenance of the natural universe. Anthropologist and evolutionary ethologist Ellen Dissanayake describes the modern predicament as detrimentally dysfunctional:


If it is accepted that humans evolved, like other animals, into an environmental 
niche, living in small bands in a hunter-gathering way of life, then we are really 
hunter-gatherers thrust into a kind of supermechanistic, anonymous, 
hypermediated environment that we’re not preadapted to live in. There’s a limit 
beyond which we cannot change and adapt, the effects of which we’re seeing in 
all the social and personal malaise today. So it is a question of restoring, if we 
can, a more human environment and way of life, one that fits our nature (Gablik, 
1995, p. 53-54).

Establishing the kind of community that will sustain the human species and nurture the human heart will require that we tune in and slow down to a way of being and relating that revolves around the vitally simple agendas of ecosystem and family rather than the frivolous priorities of shopping centers and theme parks.  


We as humans come encoded with a mysterious quality of consciousness and indwelt knowing described repeatedly as ‘soul’ and, more recently, in tandem with what is referred to as the ‘instinctive psyche.’ Soul is a numinous quality, notoriously dedicated to the fullness and vibrance of Life (Moore, 1994). The instinctive psyche is a pool of evolutionarily inherited knowledge that draws us toward the survival and well-being of the Life journey (Jung, 2007). Both inborn resources are intimately rooted in the indigenous human archetype—a programmed reminder that we are inescapably native children of a wild planet and a vast cosmos (Jung, 2007). In restoring a more human way of life, one that belongs to the natural processes that claim it, these tools of human awareness point toward our capacity to ‘listen’ our way out of the community-resistant modern machine. Malidoma Somé speaks to this capacity in his book Power, Healing and Community, as he chronicles his first experience working with a group of Americans:

The intensity of the participants, their voracity in absorbing every lesson, was a 
learning experience for me. An African generally feels that Americans are content 
and satisfied with all the privileges bestowed on them by their society. This first 
group experience turned my thinking around the other way. What I sensed these 
people wanted was a certain means to relate to each other—a means that has 
nothing to do with what shopping centers afford them. Above all, I learned that 
the most primitive instinct still lives in the midst of the greatest sophistication. 
Suddenly these people trusted each other enough…to want to be with each other 
in ways that no one taught them before. This is what I call the instinct of 
community (1993, p. 50).

When we act on intentions counter to the wellbeing—the wholeness—of our selves within the greater web of Life, we suffer fragmentation. Our impulses are intertwined with the compass of our souls, so we can act singularly by the will of the former only by ignoring and undermining the insights of the latter. In order to venture down the path of modernization, we have had to mutilate our own souls—our windows to the world (Bernstein, 2005). Malidoma Somé observes:


Western Machine technology is the spirit of death made to look like life. It makes 
life seem easier, comfortable, cozy, but the price we pay includes the 
dehumanization of the self. To sleep in a cozy home, a good bed and eat great, 
chemically produced food you must rhyme your life with speed, rapid motion and 
time…There are many cases in which people live separated from their souls in 
this culture. (1993, p. 32). 

This dehumanization is tangible in the devastation of traditional cultures. Somé goes on to say that “the Machine has made itself look beautiful by making other ways of life that have existed for tens of thousands of years look silly, shameful and uncivilized” (1993, p. 65).  


Yet even today, in our soul-starved culture, the ancient ways of life hold glamour for us—romanticized as easier, more holy somehow, and realized in tacky trinkets—dream-catchers swinging over our fast and furious dashboards or turquoise jewelry hanging like souvenirs around our necks. Although there is no greater ease for us in these ancient ways of relating to the world, just as we have found no greater ease in our crazed modern racing after an ever-elusive carrot of comfort, there is something more holy—more ‘whole’—about the life devoted to the subtle teachings of its own body, that moves in the direction of all life, that submits to the designs of creation as it conspires toward such inventiveness as soul-driven humans. Somé writes:

The indigenous archetype within the modern soul is an archetype that is in serious 
need of acknowledgement within the person. A different set of priorities dwells 
there, a set of priorities long forgotten in higher cultures… 


Any person in modern culture who is aware of this destruction from the 
machine world upon the spiritual world of the individual realizes that there is a 
starvation of the soul. And realizing that, he or she starts to wonder what to do 
about it. In places that I have been to speak to people about the beliefs and 
realities of the 
indigenous world, there has been a consistent number of people 
who have been so touched, even profoundly shaken by what I was telling them 
that I have to believe that I was not so much appealing to their minds as I was 
awakening something 
within their souls—something that has always been there. 
This tells me that there must be an indigenous person within each of us (1993, p. 
18).

Our rational fears lust after secured abundance in a world of uncertainties. But our souls thrive by trial—initiations inherent in an uncertain world—securing a different kind of abundance: abundance that sprouts from the tempering seeds of wisdom. Our reasoning mind, acting on behalf of our physical predicament, desires practicality, at whatever the cost if left unchecked. Our soul, acting on behalf of something far deeper than our capacity for languaging, flourishes in the pursuit of what may be considered ‘impractical’ to our reasoning mind, yet indispensable to our indigenous knowing. Theodore Roszak, a leading voice in the growing field of ecopsychology, captures the dangers of pragmatism divorced from wisdom: “A culture that can do so much to damage the planetary fabric that sustains it, yet continues along its course unimpeded, is mad with the madness of a deadly compulsion” (Gablik, 1995, p. 337). 


What in us longs for the intimacy and sense of belonging sustained by the experience of community? Something obscured beneath that in us gratified by our reckless pillaging for certainty, comfort and autonomy. Before we can even fathom the logistics of rooting ourselves in community, these oppositional currents must become conscious of one another enough to establish a human equilibrium true to our innate integrity. Jerome Bernstein, a Jungian analyst as well as a lobbyist and social science consultant for the Navajo nation, has identified a growing number of people who are intuitively conscious of and riddled by this tension, aptly named ‘Borderlanders’:


Our culture has become so dissociated, that in its one-sidedness and its own 
dissociation neurosis it communicates profound distress coupled with dire 
warnings about the future of our ecology and our way of life, indeed our very 
survival. And yet it condemns those who wake these warnings to heart and are 
emotionally distressed by them. It is acceptable to address these warnings 
rationally as thoughts and ideas, to engage in the pros and cons of given political 
positions and possible actions. But those who take them to heart—and to soul—
are often seen as extremist, one sided, and neurotic. To point out the 
contradictions emerging from within the scientific and political spheres is to point 
out that the emperor has no clothes (2005, p. 78).


Malidoma Somé writes, “In my workshops and seminars throughout North America and Europe, I have found that what people most want is to satisfy their hunger for community” (1998, p. 294). M. Scott Peck writes, “On my lecture tours across the country the one constant I have found wherever I go—the Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Southwest, or West Coast—is the lack of—and the thirst for—community” (1998, p. 57). Kristin Anundsen and Carolyn Shaffer write: “As we interviewed women and men across the United States…we discovered how deeply people yearn for community. We also learned that most don’t know how to begin creating the kind of community they long for” (p. xv, 2005). We will not be able to manufacture community or package a product that satisfies our longing for it, although we certainly have various methods of subduing it. Herein lies the true salve of community in a time characterized as “meaningless”. Our very longing for a sense of community exposes our inescapable need for meaning—the soulful relationships that draw us into the vitality of interdependence. The very Machine that manufactures our deception must now submit to the wisdom of our impractical, unpredictable, life-preserving souls.       


A Sense of Belonging


M. Scott Peck concludes that “the great enemy of community is exclusivity” (1998, p. 61). The doorway into community for human consciousness is marked by the necessity for compassion and the ongoing artwork that is our evolving sense of identity. All of the life forms and expressions we encounter—and the way in which we participate with them—expand the confines of our identity. Conversely, exclusion distorts our identity by either shutting out a potential integral aspect of ourselves or narrowing our own reality in resistance to the creative flux and diversity characteristic of our world. M. Scott Peck asserts:


Because a community includes…many different points of view and the freedom 
to express them, it comes to appreciate the whole of a situation far better than an 
individual, couple, or a [single-minded] group can. Incorporating the dark and the 
light, the sacred and the profane, the sorrow and the joy, the glory and the mud, its 
conclusions are well rounded. Nothing is likely to be left out. With so many 
frames of reference, it approaches reality more and more closely. Realistic 
decisions, consequently, are more often guaranteed in community (1998, p. 65).
Compassion for others is not merely something ‘nice’ we ought to achieve, our sanity and survival depend on it. It is by the continued thriving and fluidity of natural and social systems that we live and flourish. And it is the gift of life reciprocated by these systems that provides refuge for our sense of belonging. Distinguished writer and farmer Wendell Berry states simply: “A society wishing to endure must speak the language of caretaking, faith-keeping, kindness, neighborliness, and peace” (2005, p. 73).

When we speak of community only in regards to human association—and even then, only in terms of humans with a particular set of characteristics and beliefs—an enemy is in our midst. An enemy within ourselves projected onto the world. To distort the truth of our kinship with all natural forms is to choose fragmentation, to choose exile, and to choose ignorance. Ecological philosopher and activist Joanna Macy describes the heart and function of inclusivity:


This is the nature of synergy, the first property of living systems. As parts self-
organize into a larger whole, capacities emerge which could never have been 
predicted, and which the individual parts did not possess. The weaving of new 
connections brings new responses and new possibilities into play. In the process, 
one can feel sustained—and is sustained—by currents of power larger than one’s 
own (2007).

Opening ourselves to the diverse character of life teaches us to straddle the deeper complexity of our collective experience in a way that gives us great breadth of perception and insight. A rich fluidity emerges where once what appeared straightforward, or black-and-white, had us knocking into things. 


Synergy approaches the moment with questions and curiosity rather than certitude. It embraces paradox and accommodates a diverse spectrum of viewpoints. It fully engages the tensions that emerge naturally in a world replete with innovation and novelty. It is attracted by and attuned to the in-between realm of relationship—the relational field—strengthening rather than attempting to solidify that space with all we encounter. Shaffer and Anundsen conclude, “The only way we will turn the tide of polarization and destruction is by becoming willing to listen to one another across the barriers with open minds and hearts… affirming a common purpose” (2005, p. xvi). This common purpose is survival of life—and ultimately, a shared life—in all its spirited and soulful vibrance.

As a newly defining power in the evolutionary dynamics of our planet, our survival hinges on receptivity to the feedback of the natural systems of which we are a part (Swimme, 1999). We have a responsibility to our world and to our integrity as a species. The meaninglessness that the modern soul suffers underscores this and draws us into a more communal way of engaging the natural world. David Abram describes the madness of the modern attempt to split humanity from its inherent wildness: 

Caught up in a mass of abstractions, our attention hypnotized by a host of human-
made technologies that only reflect us back to ourselves, it is all too easy for us to 
forget our carnal inherence in a more-than-human matrix of sensations and 
sensibilities. Our bodies have formed themselves in delicate reciprocity with the 
manifold textures, sounds, and shapes of an animate earth—our eyes have 
evolved in subtle interaction with other eyes, as our ears are attuned by their very 
structure to the howling of wolves and honking of geese. To shut ourselves off 
from these other voices, to continue by our lifestyles to condemn these other 
sensibilities to the oblivion of extinction, is to rob our own senses of their 
integrity, and to rob our minds of their coherence. (1996, p. 22)


Whether or not we bring awareness to it, we are physically intimate with the natural world in every moment of our lives (Swimme, 1999). That intimacy expands in much the same way that our human bonds do when we become openly engaged and receptive to the substance and meaning of conscious communion. A wealth of relationship resides in our kinship to natural beings and elements. Vital insights into the human journey are awakened in those relationships, informing and enriching our lives in crucial ways. David Abram goes on to say:


This landscape of shadowed voices, these feathered bodies and antlers and 
tumbling streams—these breathing shapes are our family, the beings with whom 
we are engaged, with whom we struggle and suffer and celebrate. For the largest 
part of our species’ existence, humans have negotiated relationships with every 
aspect of the sensuous surroundings, exchanging possibilities with every flapping 
form, with each textured surface and shivering entity that we happened to focus 
upon. All could speak, articulating in gesture and whistle and sigh a shifting web 
of meanings that we felt on our skin or inhaled through our nostrils or focused 
with our listening ears, and to which we replied—whether with sounds, or through 
movements, or minute shifts in mood…And from all these relationships our 
collective sensibilities were nourished…We still need that which is other than 
ourselves and our own creations…We are human only in contact, and 
conviviality, with what is not human (1996, p. ix).

We are birthed into a planet teeming with life by a vast, unfolding cosmos. We are not foreigners here. If we feel that we are isolated from the potential intimacy of our human community, what an even greater, unbearable sorrow tears at us when we feel adrift in our own world, in the very cosmic embrace that reflects the fabric of our being.  The machine of modern culture can be starkly alienating, the intellectual and emotional complexity of human relationship exhausting—but the life of our backyards, our bioregion, our planet, our universe is an ever-present invitation to the immediacy of intimate communion. 


Overwhelming revelations regarding our kinship to the mysterious life-scape that envelops our senses lingers at the periphery of modernity’s narrow focus. All we have to do is show up and listen. Abram reminds us: “We are situated in the land in much the same way that characters are situated in a story…along with the other animals, the stones, the trees, and the clouds, we ourselves are characters within a huge story that is visibly unfolding all around us, participants within the vast imagination, or Dreaming, of the world” (1996, p. 163). 

A sense of belonging to the natural universe defined our early experience as humans. Human community was nestled within the animation and information of that primordial world. It seems inevitable that we would wander into an age of relishing our uniqueness as a species, of experimenting with the possibilities of our distinctly human capacities. But the value of individuation is not to achieve absolute autonomy or to appropriate all power as our own. Such single-mindedness misses the point entirely by splitting off from that congregation of life-expressions which houses, nourishes and mirrors our identity. 


The modern lifestyle experiences the wilderness we are born into as a backdrop that we can enter and exit at will. We are not to be bothered with the conditions and inconveniences of its vital processes—cycles that enable our very existence. Abram suggests that, in this way, “human awareness has folded in upon itself, and the senses—once the crucial site of our engagement with the wild and animate earth—have become mere adjuncts of an isolate and abstract mind bent on overcoming an organic reality that now seems disturbingly aloof and arbitrary” (1996, p. 267). Yet, we inescapably inhabit a very real and enigmatic universe that birthed, sustains, and ultimately determines the fate of our lives. Our resistance to conscious awareness and engagement of this essential context pits us against the very grain of our being.

Our maturation as a species is now hinged upon a return to our earthly community, a coming full circle so that—in the words of T. S. Eliot—“the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”  Abram concludes:


It is surely not a matter of “going back,” but rather of coming full circle, uniting 
our capacity for cool reason with those more sensorial and mimetic ways of 
knowing, letting the vision of a common world root itself in our direct, 
participatory engagement with the local and the particular. If, however, we simply 
persist in our reflective cocoon, then all of our abstract ideals and aspirations for a 
unitary world will prove horribly delusory. If we do not soon remember ourselves 
to our sensuous surroundings, if we do not reclaim our solidarity with the other 
sensibilities that inhabit and constitute those surroundings, then the cost of our 
human commonality may be our common extinction (1996, p. 270-271).

When we speak of engendering community in the modern world—especially in terms of the crises we face—it is imperative that we include in our circle the natural world to which we belong and through which all of our human relationships are forged. Malidoma Somé states: “Our work consists of healing relationships where we experience separation and brokenness. We can begin this work by reconnecting, in the first place, with the natural world. For nature is our first home, the foundation of the community…” (1993, p. 57).

By reclaiming the encompassing referent for our sense of community, the natural world awakens in us the innate tools and resources that will inform and enrich the ground of human community. Somé reminds us, “Nature is the principal book out of which all wisdom is learned. It is the place where initiation happens. It is the place from where medicine comes. It nourishes the entire community” (1993, p. 52).

The Pace of Communion




Our consciousness is stirred, informed, and grounded by the aliveness that confronts our own. Our souls thrive on it. The border between the internal and external worlds is a place that should be rife with curiosity, imagination, learning and expansion rather than a braced door or set of prison bars. The contemporary path to meaningful community holds us accountable to a lifestyle that embodies the simplicity, creativity and humility that enables this height of engagement. It requires that we afford ourselves a quality of life conducive to moments of fellowship and the nourishment of intimate communion. Malidoma Somé asserts: 

One must return to a mode of living that began with life itself. Such living is what 
ancient tribes have adopted for thousands of years. And its success can be seen in 
the fact that in it there is room for the entire person to exist. This means that the 
world of progress with its all-consuming tendencies is an essentialist that feeds on 
anything that lives, turning the human into an indentured servant fed with things 
material, yet starved for everything else (1993, p. 22).


Despite our best attempts, the calling for a deeper sense of connection and belonging will stubbornly elicit from us the perceptual and behavioral shifts necessary to revive our natural orientation as relational beings. We must be willing to step outside of the modern “comfort zone” into communal modes of being and learning, of listening and expressing, of experiencing, of relating, of participating—allowing our unique sense of community to emerge organically and uncontrived. We cannot expect the impossibly busy and intellectually-fueled modern hamster wheel to easily allocate time and space for the embodied practices that build community. Archetypal psychologist Thomas Moore states simply, “We may have to give up many projects that seem important to modern life…To bring soul in means other things go out” (Gablik, 1995, p. 348). 

The modern Machine smooth talks us into trading in our precious time and presence of mind for pacifying comforts and an accelerated accumulation of accessories and disembodied knowledge. The resulting loneliness is awkwardly gratified by removed interactions and seduced by simulations of lived life projected onto empty screens. This isn’t to conclude that cellular phones, the information highway, and visual media are devoid of inherent value. Yet when these methods of relating and experiencing are misconstrued as a substitute for the vitality of embodiment, we absent-mindedly flirt with automated meaninglessness. Radical environmental activist Christopher Manes clarifies: 


…Rediscovering our place in nature is not about some kind of devolving into 
a lower life form, where we have only some basic existence and we don’t have 
sophisticated things around us…What I think environmentalists and artists 
should say more about is recapturing the rich, poetic, wild ways in which we 
can relate to nature and to ourselves. Our potential for relating to each other 
is really complex and beautiful, whereas our civilization has reduced it, and 
made it one- dimensional (Gablik, 1995, p. 100).


Locating ourselves in relationship is merely a matter of being fully present to the life-world we are immersed in. As children of an animate earth, we are designed to actively inhabit and engage our living bodies as centers of experience. For most westerners, this requires a slowing down and tuning in to the rhythms and receptors by which the body fully greets the heart of any given moment and the other awarenesses that reside there. David Abram asserts that “this watching and interpreting of the world’s gestures, as if every movement bears a meaning, accords with a worldview that simply has no notion of pure meaninglessness” (1996, p. 153).

Spending time in the natural world, or with a culture attuned to the animate earth, can quickly give way to a shocking sense of how chaotic, fragmented and disassociated the modern lifestyle really is. Returning from such an experience can furthermore impress upon us how habitual and ingrained our tolerance of haste has become. Malidoma Somé describes:

In tribal life, one is forced to slow down, to experience the now and commune 
with the earth and nature. Patience is a must; no one seems to understand the 
meaning of hurry up…The indigenous world, in trying to emulate Nature, 
espouses a walk with life, a slow, quiet day-to-day kind of existence. The modern 
world, on the other hand, steams through life like a locomotive, controlled by a 
certain sense of careless waste and destruction. Such life eats at the psyche and 
moves its victims faster and faster along, as they are progressively emptied out of 
their spiritual and psychic fuel. It is here, consequently, where one’s spirit is in 
crisis, that speed is the yardstick by which the crisis itself is expressed (1993, p. 
18).
The sensory overload that accompanies this numbing pace can alone demand that we be everywhere but the infinite present moment in which communion resides. Being pummeled by disaffected human language and mechanical sound can cause us to forget—and be robbed of—the company of the many-voiced life-world that we are privileged to, as well as the insights and nourishment found in silence. Somé goes on to say, “In the West, the craving for connection with a deeper sense of meaning and the yearning for spiritual vitality are mostly diluted amid the noise of traffic and factories” (1998, p. 71).

If we rarely surrender to the out-of-time pace of communion and rarely risk stepping outside of our inwardness to enter the living relational field, how can we expect to tap into the ocean of meaningful connection that awaits us there? Ellen Dissanayake remarks:


People in modern times become so concerned with getting on with the next thing 
that they don’t have time to consider their experience, and then to mark it, to care 
about it and to make it special. When you have the time to think about it, then 
you see within a particular experience, for example, that something someone else 
says suddenly connects, something you read about connects, something you 
remember from a long time ago connects: that, in a way, is making your 
experience special. That’s making an artwork out of your experience. (Gablik, 
1995, p. 44)

The productivity of the modern world becomes counterproductive when substantive experiences of truth are compromised for the sake of expedience.

Unfortunately, for many, embodied interaction has become something to be avoided if possible—a mere distraction from our inner world, an annoyance—requiring a measure of physical, emotional, and psychic presence that we find challenging and exhausting. As children of modernity, we are raised to live inward lives. We inhabit our internal world vigorously, and we do so within walls and beneath artificial lights. Living in opposition to the design of our bodies and the living world in which we evolved distorts and dilutes our perception—on a soul-level it is distressing and in terms of our survival it is risky. Dissanayake suggests that “we have somehow created a world to which we cannot adapt, in which we cannot humanly live. It’s the present kind of society that is maladaptive, dysfunctional, it requires us to become inhuman” (Gablik, 1995, p. 54-55).

Our innate desire to actualize the meaning of our existence is driven by a process that reveals its fullness beyond the walls of our physical and intellectual fortresses. It is not merely the mobile tendencies of our lifestyle that work against our achieving a sense of community, it is the very mode of perception we are taught to inhabit—paradoxically sedentary and contained. 

The breathing boundary between human culture and the animate earth has been 
transformed into a seamless barrier segregating a pure inside from a pure 
outside…Human language has become a largely self-referential system closed off 
from the larger world that once engendered it…The “I,” the speaking self, is 
hermetically sealed within this new interior.



Today the speaking self looks out at a purely “exterior” nature from a 
purely “interior” zone, presumably located somewhere inside the physical body or 
brain. Within alphabetic civilization, virtually every human psyche construes 
itself as just such an individual “interior,” a private “mind” or “consciousness” 
unrelated to the other “minds” that surround it, or to the environing earth. For
 
there is no longer a common medium, no reciprocity, no respiration between the 
inside and the outside. There is no longer any flow between the self-reflexive 
domain of alphabetized awareness and all that exceeds, or subtends, this 
determinate realm (Abram, 1996, p. 257).


The habitual western escape into the simulated world of the analytical mind handicaps our innate relational capacities. Relationship is, first and foremost, experientially informed (M. Scott Peck, 1998, p. 84). Concepts, theories and formulas—though potentially insightful—are as capable of bolstering relational barriers as they are apt to dissolve them. In addressing our division, we must create movement around the source of our dysfunction and not merely philosophize about the symptoms. We can preach heartfelt racial ethics, but we cannot live them out in our minds, and we nurture division by choosing to remain sheltered in an intellectually-devised world. This is also true of our environmental ethic. Ethics hold little, if any, value as mental abstractions. Ethics are a practice and a lifestyle, realized through direct exposure to the affinities and tensions that fuel our kinship (Meade, 2006, p. 350).


To truly witness one another requires a measure of humility not easily afforded by the intensely judgmental and opinionated mind of western society. The transformational power of communion, however, is resistant to projected fantasies, preconceived ideals, and other prepared intellectual attempts at harnessing the mystery of encountering other beings. Jerome Bernstein asserts: 


The challenge is to not interpret at all—certainly not in the moment—to hold 
an experience that can feel between language, that can leave one with the tension 
of holding one’s intellectual and rational breath for far longer than 
any of us can 
imagine doing. To not seek the comfort of rational understanding, but to come to 
some kind of knowing through a holding and a wonderment. (2005, p. 73)

M. Scott Peck likewise suggests that an essential practice of community is cultivating “a kind of softness that allows those necessary barriers, or outlines, of our individual selves to be like permeable membranes, permitting ourselves to seep out and the selves of others to seep in” (1998, p. 58). The relational field yields to the dance of receptivity and discernment; it also—and especially—discloses itself eagerly to the senses, the intuition and the imagination. 


Narrowing our means of perception to rationalization and realism obstructs the dynamic embrace of intimacy, which employs not one but several of our human faculties. The value of inquiry should not be to prove that personal experience is false but to articulate, by way of integration, meaning and function in our emergent lives.
Concentrated rational methods can restrict the ‘soulful’ quality of our experience, forcing functionality in a way that prohibits our surrendering to the richly creative and sensorial facets of communion. Thomas Berry describes:


All the phenomena of the natural world fling forth to the human a challenge to be 
responded to in literature, in architecture, ritual, and art, in music and dance and 
poetry. The natural world demands a response beyond that of rational calculation, 
beyond philosophical reasoning, beyond scientific insight. The natural world 
demands a response that rises from the wild unconscious depths of the human 
soul (p. 142, 1999).

Tapping the nectar of communion in the everyday western world involves bringing our consciousness back down into our bodies, claiming our capacity and appreciation for the right-brain functions, and consistent reminders that listening is so much more than hearing ourselves think. Bodies are instruments of language. We receive and transmit messages constantly in direct and subtle ways. Everything, all ‘things’ as they appear and appeal to us, are relating messages of their own being to be interpreted by ours through a wide variety of senses and on multi-faceted levels of meaning—psychic, physical, emotional, spiritual. Walking through the open world in an embodied way is the equivalent of entering into a conversation—or concerto—with a multitude of beings, as opposed to remaining solely in the company of your own mind or others like it. David Abram reminds us, “Humans are tuned for relationship—the eyes, the skin, the tongue, ears, nostrils—all are gates where our body receives the nourishment of otherness” (1996, p. 265).


To remain inward is to be in exile—isolated by a human curiosity that has grown into an invasive culture—and still our allegiances lie with the intricate rationalizations that it peddles. Even as I compose this paper, I submit to that cultural allegiance. My body atrophies as I sit for long hours attempting to verbalize the significance of relational intimacy to a machine, for the evaluation of human minds. Abram remarks:


Our reflective intellects inhabit a global field of information, pondering the latest 
scenario for the origin of the universe as we absently fork food into our mouths, 
composing presentations for the next board meeting while we sip our coffee or 
cappuccino, clicking on the computer and slipping into cyberspace in order to 
network with other bodiless minds, exchanging information about gene sequences 
and military coups, “conferencing” to solve global environmental problems while 
oblivious to the moon rising above the rooftops (1996, p. 265).

Our modern malaise can be perceived as fundamentally a consequence of misalliances. “Our first obligation,” says ecological and cultural historian Thomas Berry, “is to live in the universe” (personal communication, September 2004).

Listening Our Way Into Community


M. Scott Peck describes his first experience of true community as “a place where I had no trouble being authentically myself” (1998, p. 47). It is strange to fathom a ‘progressive’ society in which this is so rarely the case, particularly as we take pride in our freedom of expression. Yet the majority of us are born into a string of societal obligations dictated by human standards that were inspired by the precision, predictability and efficiency of machines. Thomas Moore suggests, “In the modern world, we tend to see everything as if it were a machine, and our use of language reflects this. A better metaphor…would be to imagine ourselves as huge, deep, mysterious and awe-inspiring as the night sky. Seeing oneself as a universe, and not as a machine that needs fixing, takes us closer to the mystery of the human soul” (Gablik, 1995, p. 383).


It is one thing to seek perfection; it is quite another to insist on it and to feign it. When we cannot allow things to be as they are, we are forced to live out of the emptiness of pretense. Pretense shuts down our powers of perception and we have to shut others out to maintain it. We forfeit that which is hidden by distrusting the shadows of creativity, placing value only on that which glitters. On the other hand, Moore describes the human soul as being fueled by “the labyrinth rather than the ladder (which symbolizes ‘getting somewhere’)…paradox, mystery, being sick, failures, foolishness, blank spaces, not knowing where one is going…all good for the soul, which is ripened by making mistakes…” (Gablik, 1995, p. 383). Woven into the fabric of loneliness is the strange hubris of self-deprecating presumption. Revealed in our sharing is the condition of the collective human experience—glimpses of the entire field of experience that generates insights into the inner workings of emergent life. M. Scott Peck proclaims:


I am infinitely less lonely than I used to be before I learned that it was human to 
have feelings of anxiety and depression and helplessness, before I learned that 
there were places where I could share such feelings without guilt or fear and 
people would love me all the more for it, before I knew I could be weak in my 
strength and strong in my weakness (1998, 58).

There are invaluable strengths afforded the human psyche that flourish only in the ability to just be our self. Malidoma Somé identifies them as “a connection to a sense of purpose and meaning in life than can maintain self-esteem…a deeper connection to the natural world that we are all a part of…and an intimate connection with other people who are capable of receiving the unique and individual gifts that each of us has to offer, and hearing the story that each of us has to tell” (1998, p. 312). Contrary to popular opinion, the ability to just be our self is not something that can be maintained in a vacuum, fed on personal bravery and self-acceptance alone. Somé highlights that these strengths are forged by a connection to meaning, a connection to the natural universe and a connection to a human community that listens, accepts, and encourages the unique individual. This discrepancy points to something amiss about a culture that is obsessed with individualism yet is notoriously on a mission to “discover myself”. As we turn over rocks on a mission to uncover our lost sense of community, what we are likely to come face to face with is our own identity. Thomas Moore keenly observes:


You don’t insist psychologically and emotionally on something if you’ve really 
got it in its fullness. You insist when you feel the lack. We insist on individualism 
and self-expression because we haven’t touched deep enough roots of what it is to 
be an individual. And I suspect that as we get closer to it, we’ll discover that it is 
not as remote from community as we now believe (Gablik, 1995, p. 398).

Arne Naess, a founding voice in the development of the deep ecology perspective, spoke to the porousness of the human identity in a concept he wisely dubbed ‘Self-realization’:


Self-realization is the realization of the deeper, broader self. It is identification 
with or seeing something of yourself in others…This identification can extend 
wider than your family…to your friends, your neighbors…your country…the 
whole of humanity…pets…animals…plants and other natural elements. Through 
identification with others you find Self-realization (1997).

Humans have a keen eye for metaphor. Being isolated in an aloof world of human technology, right angles, and tight expressions can muster a painfully alienated sense of identity. M. Scott Peck observes, “Look at the sad, frozen faces all around you and search in vain for the souls hidden behind masks of makeup, masks of pretense, masks of composure. It does not have to be that way. Yet many—most—know no other way” (1998, p. 58). 


We may find ourselves wondering—did I come to the right place?—I don’t belong here. When we are claimed by the abstractions of modern consensual reality, all that is most kin to us appears impermissible or unacceptable and we feel almost uncontrollably compelled to believe and participate in an alien world. A few weeks ago I was house sitting for a friend who cares for a flock of chickens. For one full week, my mornings began with the roaring jubilation of a rooster as opposed to the scolding mechanical wails of an alarm clock. The rooster’s was a voice I more easily recognized as a variation of my own. It was a voice that opened itself eagerly to a new day rather than one that scared life back under the covers. What’s more, my identity was mirrored by the very being that provided the eggs for my breakfast. Physical and psychic nourishment indistinguishable from one another in conscious interrelationship between natural beings—that is the essence of community and the foundation of identity.


To just be our self comes easily in the more-than-human world we distinguish as nature. This quite common experience of personal sanctuary speaks volumes about the virtues of non-verbal communion. The push-and-pull generated by the categorization and refined opinion of the worded intellect is given permission to lean into the unknown of the living moment. A deeply familiar consensual reality emerges. Somé suggests, “The elements of nature…are the most intelligent beings because they do not need words to communicate. They can live closer to the meaning behind language” (1998, p. 50). 


Many people describe the natural world as “the only place where I can just be myself without being judged.” It is fortunate that the natural world can be a teacher and safe haven for those who seek respite from the dehumanization of modernity; it is unfortunate that the premise of our relationship to the natural world is an escape from human community. So few of us have had an experience of being our self without fear of judgment in the sanctuary of human community; so few of us have had the opportunity to share intimate experiences in the natural world. Thomas Berry writes:


Understanding, joy, spiritual insight, the arts…are augmented as the 
audience is increased or as they are communicated from one person to another. A 
completely individual emotion is hardly of the human order. It needs to be 
shared.  
In the sharing, the resonance is increased and a greater range of human 
experience is established (1999).

M. Scott Peck devoted his life to creating communal experiences in which individuals felt they could show up fully just as they are and be met with nothing less than the expansion of the human heart. Peck asserts that “genuine [human] community of sorts can be established in a few hours when a group is instructed from the outset to refrain from generalizations, to speak personally, to be vulnerable, to avoid attempting to heal or convert, to empty itself, to listen wholeheartedly, and to embrace the painful as well as the pleasant” (1998, p. 128). Peck exhausts a list of practices that root human exchange in the authentic spaciousness so characteristic of the human escape into the natural world. The reciprocal nature of community mandates that we afford to one another what we require for ourselves. To be able to live authentically, we must put to work the practices that invite and elicit the authenticity of others. Somé writes:


…Two things that people crave: the full realization of their innate gifts, and to 
have these gifts approved, acknowledged, and confirmed. There are countless 
people in the West whose efforts are sadly wasted because they have no means of 
expressing their unique genius…This implies that our own inner authority needs 
the fuel of external recognition to inspire us to fulfill our life’s purpose, and until 
this happens, we wait in paralysis for the redemptive social response that rescues 
us from the dungeon of anonymity. Our own confirmation or acknowledgement of 
ourselves is not enough…The elder cannot be an elder if there is no community to 
make him an elder. The young boy cannot feel secure if there is no elder whose 
silent presence gives him hope in life. The adult cannot be who he is unless there 
is a strong presence of the other people around. This interdependency is what I 
call supportive presence (1998, p. 27).

Experiences that invite authenticity can prove challenging for westerners as our forced sense of composure suffers from the scornful, judgmental, and/or shaming tone of an overly vigilant censor. This repression can then conversely result in a form of exhibition that borders on recklessness. Both responses stem from our egoic sense of self-preservation. Authentic exchange is not about being right or wrong, good or bad, prepared or unpresentable. Authenticity is a mode of being and a quality of exchange that is willing to accommodate and communicate what is true—from moment to moment—in a way that honors diversity, honesty, subjectivity, mystery and nuance. Authenticity—like most pure forms—dances in paradox in the context of human expression. It has a quality of rawness, genuineness and spontaneity—of being unplanned, uncomposed and undistorted. Yet, authenticity is not a “pounce-and-blurt” mentality. It empties itself of attachment in a way that is sharply attentive to the interplay of healthy boundaries. 


In a culture that has long revered the ‘ruggedness’ of individualism, it is important to emphasize that to “be free” in community is never to be free from accountability. Authenticity conjures creative flux. As such, it can tear open conflict, embrace death, and usher in new life. As we grow into an authentic perception of our world, we achieve a more mature understanding of these essential expressions of the Life-Death-Life cycle, both literally and metaphorically (Meade, 2006). In the context of a culture that avoids conflict and death—and hence suppresses their essential functions and insights—learning to interact from a place of authenticity carries with it the courage to experiment with the delicate balance of brazenness and tenderness. Authenticity honors both self-expression and connections to the fundamental worth and wisdom of other life expressions that sustain and reflect it. M. Scott Peck captures the way in which authentic exchange can inherently elicit empathy: “As long as we look out at each other only through the masks of our composure, we are looking through hard eyes. But as the masks drop and we see the suffering and courage and brokenness and deeper dignity underneath, we truly start to respect each other as fellow human beings” (1998, p. 69).  


Malidoma Somé reminds us: “It is crucial to understand that we are not impotent, we are not creatures that are so helpless that our resources at the level of our spirit have to be entirely delivered from somewhere else” (1998, p. 62). Authenticity comes as naturally to us as breathing. In the same way that one can easily lose contact with the breathing body under the influence of modernity, moments in which authenticity is consciously permitted and practiced are rare in civilized industrial culture and become habitually compromised or forfeited. Authentic sharing is most often precipitated by a life-shaking crisis or compensated for by abuse of consciousness-altering drugs. Psychologist Lily Collett asserts, “The…national epidemic of drug abuse and alcoholism is the product, I think, of a culture that offers so few sustainable, non-drug opportunitites for interconnection, self-expression, and spiritual meaning” (Shaffer & Anundsen, 2005, p. 25).


Throughout human history, and still in many indigenous cultures today, ritual has been the mainstay of remembering and deepening our capacity for authenticity. Ritual experiences, by nature, elicit the intimate spaciousness derived from the practices that Peck identifies as being catalysts to authentic community. Explorations in ritual can be an extremely effective and bold structure for deepening the bonds of community in the modern world. The container of ritual has the malleability to invoke ancient wisdom in a way that merges with the distinctly novel teachings of contemporary times. In the context of ritual, we “enter a space where you are allowed to feel, allowed to move, allowed to cry, and allowed to feel true compassion for the people you are with…” (Somé, 1998, p. 297).  

To communicate with one another authentically we must be willing to risk vulnerability. Vulnerability is the gift (and sometimes the sacrifice) we offer to the moment and to one another to prove our best intentions. It is also an essential means toward growth. Enabling vulnerability is an act of respect for the immensely valuable—and often tender—depths that lie guarded beneath the aspects of ourselves that our ego chooses to show. Peck states, “Our fear of being exposed in a culture where everybody else is wearing a mask can be a major obstacle to reaching out…” (1998, p. 111). The paradox of vulnerability is that it is an expression of immense strength experienced as weakness. It is as eloquent as it is awkward. Its leap of courage creates a current toward intimacy that is palpable and contagious. Peck observes:


Vulnerability in community snowballs. Once its members become vulnerable and 
find themselves being valued and appreciated, they become more and more 
vulnerable. The walls come tumbling down. And as they tumble, as the love and 
acceptance escalates, as the mutual intimacy multiplies, true healing and 
converting begins. Old wounds are healed, old resentments forgiven, old 
resistances overcome. Fear is replaced by hope (1998, p. 68).


Vulnerability releases us to the tides of our emotional body. Giving witness to pain and braving the rapids of conflict are the sacred work of community. Sharing in joy, healing and transformation are its boons. Malidoma Somé observes, “When there is a place for people to listen to the voice of their own emotions, it leads to the opening of a wider door that can allow people to start communing. Communion happens when the emotional body is involved, when we enlist the kind of energy that is expressed in emotional intensity” (1998, p. 55). 


In the civilized industrial world, emotion is kept regulated—if not by social standards then by overmedication. The upwelling of emotional energy is perceived as more of an unsightly nuisance, weakness, or interruption to be apologized for than honored or heeded as a necessary and potent human process. Our emotional life is a source of unwavering authenticity that heralds insights into the state of our inner and outer worlds. Emotional expression can facilitate a release that shifts, strengthens, and heals the relationship of those worlds. Somé asserts, “Modernism means unemotionalism, or that which owes emotion to the world…People who know not the power of shedding their tears together are like a time bomb, dangerous to themselves and to the world around them…The expression of emotion is a vital process of self-rekindling and calming…” (1993, p. 73).

Creating communal experiences with the intent to channel and give witness to the full spectrum of emotion is perhaps the most precious gift we can offer ourselves and our world at this time. Jerome Bernstein asserts:


I believe we are today exactly at the point of a feeling realization of the 
disadvantageous limits of western man…and under the threat of self-
extinction, we are under the greatest pressure to adapt the western 
ego to the 
actual realities that we have created…I stress that it is a “feeling realization” 
because mental or logos realizations are too easy to rationalize, abstract, deny, 
split off, or just numb out. Feeling realizations bring with them a somatic 
embodiment of emotion. We have not learned—yet—to shut down our body 
sensations the way we have learned to shut down our thinking and rational 
process. And for increasing numbers of us, when we do try to shut down our 
body processes to avoid frightening truths, we become ill—literally—with 
everything from depression to psychosomatic disorders to environmental illness. 
(2005, p. 43-44)
Powerful emotional messages can tear the self if not given an opening for expression within the collective embrace of community. If we were to be fully present to the inherent potency and function of our emotions, how might this change our approach to healing our worlds? What do our emotions have to tell us about what is and isn’t being given voice? And if we are discouraged from sharing emotion in community, what damage is being done to the self and our capacity to enter into and act out of community in a meaningful way? 

 It is absolutely crucial that we continually and consistently affirm and reaffirm the validity and sanctity of emotional upheaval and release. Shared pain and joy is overwhelmingly the most organic starting point for hatching intimacy in community. Shared emotion discloses our striking commonality and it immediately binds us with its longing to curl up inside one another’s hearts. The heavy—sometimes self-destructive—isolation we experience when we are alone in emotional upheaval points toward the undeniable truth of our need for the nourishment of the other to bring wholeness to our experience. Thomas Berry observes:


The need for community was quite special in the case of the human since 
humans articulate a capacity for thought and speech, aesthetic appreciation, 
emotional sensitivities, and moral judgment, none of which can function without a 
community context. If we speak there must be someone to teach us how and then 
someone to listen. To sing or make music is a personal fulfillment, but it is most 
satisfying if we are sharing with others or communicating some deep feeling to 
others (1999). 


Our emotional bonds are the foundation of fidelity. We take responsibility for preserving the health of our communities because we deeply care to, not because someone tells us we should. Fidelity has come to be somewhat of a taboo in the modern world, insinuating that it is an unfortunate and unhealthy situation to be bound to anything. The truth of the matter is that our fantasy for total freedom is the equivalent of total annihilation. David Abram explains:


We may think of the sensing body as a kind of open circuit that completes itself 
only in things, and in the world. The differentiation of my senses, as well as their 
spontaneous convergence in the world at large, ensures that I am a being destined 
for relationship: it is primarily through my engagement with what is not me that I 
effect the integration of my senses, and thereby experience my own unity and 
coherence. (1996, p. 125)
The result of our adolescent sense of freedom is an undercurrent of horrifying and disassociated autonomy. Shaffer and Anundsen observe that “as more and more people have lost the sense of inclusion and belonging, they have ceased to identify with their fellow humans and with the piece of the planet they all share. Crime, violence, addiction, depression, teen suicide, and other personal and social ills have mushroomed” (2005, p. 5). 

Establishing a sense of belonging in the wake of the modern world asks that we discover the true value of fidelity and apply ourselves to living into it. One who practices fidelity is not only committed to the meaningful relationships that sustain them, but also to a way of living that fosters fidelity itself. In his book Hunting for Hope, Scott Russell Sanders devotes an entire chapter to the discussion of the role fidelity plays in our lives. As a young adult, I recall being heavily impacted by the import of what Sanders was voicing in contrast to what had been modeled to me in both the popular and counter cultures of the western world. He writes:


If your goal is to find a center, a focus, a gathering place within your life, then 
you would do well to practice fidelity. By slowing down, abiding in relationships, 
staying in place, remaining faithful to a calling, we create the conditions for 
paying attention, for discovering depths, for finding a purpose and a pattern in our 
days. Fidelity enables us to orient ourselves, to know with some confidence where 
we are. It provides continuity, enabling us to see how things change, what is 
endangered, what persists. It keeps us from drifting, keeps us from hurrying 
through our days…We cannot give ourselves to every person or place, cannot 
answer every need, if we wish to act responsibly (1999, p. 88).


To characterize fidelity as sacrifice is folly. The rewards of loyalty are as plentiful as its challenges—we offer commitment because it is what we ourselves wish to receive. The modern machine will crumble when this powerful truth is unearthed—a context worth preserving is one that is devoted to the preservation of its members. A healthy community is never a threat to our individuality. On the contrary, a healthy community thrives on the empowerment of the individual, who in turn offers gifts that sustain the community. The community exists, in part, to draw forth and protect those gifts. Wendell Berry asserts, “Only the purpose of a coherent community, fully alive both in the world and in the minds of its members, can carry us beyond fragmentation, contradiction, and negativity, teaching us to preserve, not in opposition but in affirmation and affection, all things needful to make us glad to live” (2005, p. 77-78).

In Closing 


Weeks before I sat down to sketch the themes of this paper, I set about creating a sacred space for individuals to gather in fellowship within the natural world. Asked to speak authentically to an initial inquiry—“What does it mean to belong? What does it mean to be ‘a part of'? How much or how little do you feel that you are with the life around and within you?”—the following words were voiced by those present:

------

Coming together.
Carried.
Support in going into the Darkness.
A force to transform.
Making time for nourishment.
To BE together.
Belonging to myself.
Belonging right where I am.
Balancing giving and receiving.
Blurring the boundary between me and you.
Circular.
Language between.
Vulnerability.
Affirmation.
Acknowledging the unknown.
Into Mystery.
Masks.
Entities I have not yet met.
Social Conditioning.
Yearning.
Angst.
Longing for intimacy.
Talk, talk, talk, talk, talk.
Holding for and being held.
Fullness of life.
Where do I end?
------

Most of us, if not all, have grown weary of the lifestyle of the ‘developed world.’ Our social framework is such that speaking honestly and creatively engaging our world, especially within the vibrant embrace of nature, perpetually gets stuffed down to the bottom of the collective priority list. What an enormous distance from touching the very mysterious ground of our existence we find ourselves! And what a toll it takes on our sense of joy and fulfillment, spiraling outward even to the health of our planet… 


What if we were to come together—not to talk about community, or talk about nature, or talk about our malaise, or otherwise reframe with concepts, but rather—to step inside what the words are pointing to, to firmly place our feet on a path of being awake together? What if we were to fully celebrate and engage our aliveness—to boldly resacralize our relationships with one another and the many-voiced landscape of the natural world—to cry out together, to listen in pregnant silence, to witness the ground of our collective joy and pain, to offer one another a world of meaning bound by the magic of symbols revealed in our sleeping dreams and waking life—to make an artwork of our experience? 


And what if, along this path we amassed such sustenance that we were able to draw from a deep well of togetherness such nurturing waters as to extend a powerful act of healing and transformation toward the flourishing of our lives, our community, our local forests and watersheds, our nations, our Earth? What if by setting aside the chit-chat, the pacifiers, the schedules, the re-runs and stepping into our inherent intimacy with all creation, we were able to affirm for one another a foundation of inner courage and wisdom, to make a communal commitment to lift our wild dance with Life, our next conscious breath, our unique gifts of purpose to the tiptop of our priority lists? 


We have thoroughly explored the other option and to say the very least it isn’t sustaining—to be on the run, every day, bumping into one another as we chase survival at the abstract whims of modernity, with no one at the helm but our own neglected shadows. In the words of Scott Russell Sanders: “I hanker for the original world, the one that makes us rather than the one we make” (1999, p. 34). That original world still reaches out to us—in the turning and returning of the seasons, in the body wracked with sobs, in the leaf turned up toward the light, in the blunt honesty of a child, in the animal carcass on the highway, in the squeeze of a newborn’s hand, in a thought that seems to stir a breeze, in the uncanny poetry of a dream, in the devastation of a storm, in a breath lifted by song, in the handful of stars that manage to outshine our streetlamps, and in the tender palm outstretched. 


Do you see it? I do.  

References

Abram, D. (1996). The Spell of the Sensuous. New York: Vintage Books.

American heritage dictionary of the English language. Fourth Edition. (2006).


Houghton Mifflin Company.
Bellah, R. (1985). Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Bernstein, J. (2005). Living in the Borderland: The Evolution of Consciousness and the 
Challenge of Healing Trauma. New York: Routledge.
Berry, W. (2005) The Way of Ignorance and Other Essays. Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint.
Berry, T. (1999) The Great Work. New York, NY: Bell Tower.  

Block, P. (2008). Community: The Structure of Belonging. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-
Koehler Publishers.

Gablik, S. (1995). Conversations Before the End of Time. New York: Thames and 
Hudson, Inc.

Macy, J. (2007) Understanding Our Interconnections.


http://www.joannamancy.net/html/living.html
Meade, M. (2004).  Holding the Thread of Life: A Human Response to the Unraveling of 
the World. Mosaic Audio.
Meade, M. (2006). The Water of Life: Initiation and the Tempering of the Soul. Greenfire 
Press.
Meade, M. (2007). The Great Dance: Finding One’s Way in Troubled Times. Mosaic 
Audio.

Moore, T. (1994). Care of the Soul: A Guide for Cultivating Depth and Sacredness 

in Everyday Life.  Harper Paperbacks.

Moore, T. (1994). Soul Mates: Honoring the Mysteries of Love and Relationship.  
Harper Perennial.
Naess, A., Norberg-Hodge, H. (1997). Self-Realization and Society. Resurgence.


http://www.resurgence.org/resurgence/articles/norberg_naess.html.
Peck, M. Scott. (1998). The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace. New York: 
Touchstone.
Plotkin, B. (2008). Nature and the Human Soul: Cultivating Wholeness and Community 
in a Fragmented World. California: New World Library. 
Putnam, R. (2001). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
Community. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Sabini, Meredith. (2007). The Earth has a Soul: C.G. Jung on Nature, Technology & 
Modern Life. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books.

Sanders, S. Russell. (1999). Hunting for Hope. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Shaffer, C. R. & Anundsen, Kristin. (2005). Creating Community Anywhere: Finding 
Support and Connection in a Fragmented World. California: CCC Press.

Some, S. (1997). The Spirit of Intimacy: Ancient African Teachings in the Ways of 
Relationship. New York: Harper Collins Publishers Inc.
Some, M. (1993). Ritual: Power, Healing, and Community. New York: Swan Raven & 
Company.
Some, M. (1998). The Healing Wisdom of Africa: Finding Life Purpose through Nature, 
Ritual, and Community. New York: Penguin Putnam Inc. 

Swimme, B. (1999). The Earth’s Imagination. Video series produced by Brian Swimme 
and Pamela Westfall Bochte. 

PAGE  

