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Our Connections with Nature
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What is the connection?

I would like to begin by sharing a personal experience. One
summer a few years ago, my fellow nun found a baby bat in front
of our monastery in the mountains of Hualien, Taiwan. We soon
realized that this tiny, helpless creature, whom we named “Xiao
Fu (petite blessing),” would not survive long on her own, so we
immediately began to care for her.

As a new surrogate mother, I came to understand the
monumental responsibilities a mother has to care for her child
around the clock. I could not help but reflect on the power of
the Dharma to help a being develop her Buddha-nature. Even
though Xiao Fu lived only a month and a half, she was a lucky
being. She got to hear the Dharma, attend the daily ceremonies,
meditate, be vegetarian, and live with the Sangha. She elicited
compassion and happiness in everyone who saw or held her,
including the children, who completely adored her.

With her timid nature, Xiao Fu always wanted to hide in
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our robes or snuggle upside down in our cupped hand. She vibrated
the way a cat would purr when she felt safe and happy, such as during
recitation and meditation. Although people might find her not very
attractive at first sight, to us she was the most adorable little creature
(less than 2 inches long).

We could hardly hear her high pitched squeaks, yet we learned
to read her expression and actions to know what she liked to eat and
whether she wanted to be fed or cuddled, or to hide away. She recognized
the humans by smell and sound, and learned what our clucking noises
or words meant. When she dreamed, her ears and limbs twitched.

One day, we tried to get her to fly, and what she was able to do
amazed us. She naturally spread her wings and soared towards the
high mountains, exploring her first moment of freedom in the open
sky. But the way Xiao Fu decided to experience freedom had our nun
completely worried when we heard the nun shouted in panic, “Xiao Fu,
Xiao Fu, come back!”

As bats use echolocation to navigate, Xiao Fu managed to identify
the direction of the nun’s voice and veered in a wide circle back towards
us, crash landing in the bushes and scrambling up my arm to her usual
hiding place. She was just as excited and terrified as we all were about
her first flying adventure.

After spending six weeks in our monasteries, Xiao Fu suddenly
passed away. The nuns recited the Buddha’s name and spoke Dharma
for her, praying for her to be liberated from a bat’s body and reborn
into her next life as a Buddhist disciple. That night, I reflected on the
fragility of life, the sense of death as liberation from the body, and the
fluidity of the Buddha-nature.

This unique experience opened my heart to identify with a species
not well understood by humans. I marveled at how similar she is to
us in her physical needs, emotional responses, and intelligence. All of
us had grown spiritually through this affinity. It further strengthened
my conviction that all beings share the same Buddha-nature. I realized
that through forming caring relationships with beings very different
from ourselves, we are given the opportunity to broaden and deepen
our sense of the Buddha-nature, and to generate compassion for other
species and the environment.

In real life, however, the rapid growth of the human population
and the increase in its consumption of natural resources threaten to
destroy the planet’s ecosystems and send increasing numbers of species
into extinction. With the loss of habitat and fewer species surviving, the
opportunity to experience and interact with wildlife becomes extremely

rare - an ideal which is difficult to realize.
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The consequences of a century of uncontrolled human
activity

The past hundred years have been dubbed the “Anthropocene
Era” due to the planetary scale of human impact, which
has transformed the earth and imperiled all species. Such
impact began with physical transformations, which have

taken their toll in the psychological and spiritual realms.

The transformation of the physical world
The planet is now under pressures more tremendous than
the natural forces that caused the sixth great mass extinction
11,700 years ago. Nearly half of the earth’s land surface has
been transformed wholesale for human needs, including
forty percent for agricultural activities. There is a drastic
reduction in wildlife habitat. According to the National
Wildlife Federation, “Habitat loss—due to destruction,
fragmentation or degradation of habitat—is the primary
threat to the survival of wildlife in the United States.”! The
following are just a few of the alarming trends:
*  World wildlife declined 52% in the past 40 years;
meanwhile, meat/dairy production quadrupled
*  150-200 plant and animal species become extinct
every 24 hours
e Ninety percent of large fish species are extinct;
nearly all oceanic fish will be extinct by 2048
*  Forty percent of the world will experience shortage
of freshwater by 2030
e All topsoil will be gone in 60 years
Scientists say that five of the nine tipping points that
will send the planet’s life systems into irreversible decline
have already been passed.? In the past century, human
arrogance and shortsightedness have become all too
clear. Half a century ago, marine biologist Rachel Carson
alerted the world to the lethal stupidity of using DDT as a
pesticide: “How could intelligent beings seck to control a
few unwanted species by a method that contaminated the
entire environment and brought the threat of disease and

death even to their own kind?”?

Our psychological disconnect

Nowadays most children (in industrialized countries) are
raised in urban settings and spend too much time in the
virtual world, to the point that their knowledge of nature
is severely stunted. Their contact with “wildlife” is often

limited to gaming animation and videos. They tend to be
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scared of dirt and bugs, and feel little curiosity or sympathy for unfamiliar
beings such as bats. Catholic ecotheologian Thomas Berry declares that
humans have become autistic, for we have alienated ourselves from the rest
of the biosphere. “We no longer listen to what the Earth, its landscape, its
atmospheric phenomena and all its living forms, its mountains and valleys,
the rain, the wind, and all the flora and fauna of the planet are telling us.”
Berry correlates the internal disconnect to external environmental abuse:
“Physical degradation of the natural world is also the degradation of the
interior world of the human.”” Human beings who have never experienced
a sense of identity with other species, will not hesitate to destroy wildlife
habitat, which they see only in terms of usefulness or profitability to
themselves. They can blithely make decisions to pollute rivers, clear-cut
trees, remove mountaintops, frack the land, and blacken the air with smog,

without a second thought.

Our spiritual need for nature

At the same time, thinkers have emphasized our deep spiritual need for
nature. Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) must have foreseen the spiritual
loss we would suffer in a landscape of urban sprawl, highways, industrial
farms, and their associated waste, when he declared, “In Wildness is the
preservation of the World.” In the face of environmental disaster, Rachel
Carson celebrates the healing strength provided by nature: “Those who
contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure
as long as life lasts. There is something infinitely healing in the repeated
refrains of nature - the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring
after winter.”” Berry urges humankind to rediscover the spiritual presence of
the natural world, which is known by many names and essential to human

existence.

There is need for awareness that the mountains and rivers
and all living things, the sky and its sun and moon and clouds all
constitute a healing, sustaining sacred presence for humans which
they need as much for their psychic integrity as for their physical
nourishment. This presence whether experienced as Allah, as
Atman, as Sunyata, or as the Buddha-nature or as Bodhisattva;
whether as Tao or as the One or as the Divine Feminine, is the
atmosphere in which humans breathe deepest and without which

they eventually suffocate.®

Berry’s reference to the sustaining presence of nature resonates to
some extent with the Buddhist view of nature. Although Buddhism does
not regard nature as either more or less sacred than the human, serious
practitioners have become awakened in nature since the Buddhas time,
affirming the spiritual benefits of meditating and living in the wilderness.
The Buddha himself strove for “the supreme state of sublime bliss” in the

wilderness.

From the Thera-gatha or Verses of the Elders, we see that the Buddha’s
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disciples typically practiced meditation in the wilds. Sariputta sings the
praises of the forest: “Forests are delightful, where (ordinary) people find
no delight. Those rid of desire will delight there; they are not seckers after
sensual pleasures.” Kaludayin meditates on a mountain peak and vows,
“While the wind blows cool and sweet smelling, 1 shall split ignorance
asunder, as I sit on this mountain top.” Buddhaghosa (5% cent.), in 7he
Path of Purification, explains the benefit of practicing in the forest: “A
forest-dwelling bhikkhu who has given attention to the perception of
forest can obtain hitherto unobtained concentration, or preserve that
already obtained.”"°

Venerable Master Xuyun, the greatest contemporary monk in China,
spent years living and wandering in the mountains. A typical comment
from his autobiography shows how the wilderness sharpens his awareness.
“Since entering Sichuan that year, I had walked alone with only a bowl
and the proper garments of a monk, thus being entirely free from all
hindrances. As I wound my way across mountains and rivers, the scenery
helped to clarify my mind.”"!

The Venerable Phra Acharn Mun Bhuridatta Thera, an accomplished
Theravadin monk of the Thai Forest Tradition, also testifies to the spiritual
efficacy of the wilds. “The more desolate and distant the place is from
human habitation, with wild beasts roaming freely about, the more
prepared is the mind to soar up from the abyss of defilements, being at
all times like a bird about to fly.”'* Even today, the Thai Forest Tradition
retains this mode of living, although sadly, the majority of Thailand’s
rainforests were clear-cut in the late twentieth century.

In fact, nearly all accomplished Buddhist practitioners spent periods
of seclusion in the wilderness. The hermits and mystics of other traditions
also share this reliance on the uncivilized wilds to hone their awareness. If
only 10% of the earth’s land area is remote from a large city'?, what does
this mean for the efficacy of spiritual practice?

The next part will explore some Buddhist perspectives on our
relationship with nature and the impact of the environmental crisis.

soFF4E
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